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“What lies behind us and what lies before 
us are tiny matters compared to what lies 
within us.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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“You cannot dream yourself into a 
character; you must hammer and 
forge yourself one.”

Henry David Thoreau
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“Every man, as to character, is the creature 
of the age in which he lives. Very few are 
able to raise themselves above the ideas of 
their times.”

Voltaire
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Character is like a tree and reputation 

like a shadow. The shadow is what we 

think of it; the tree is the real thing. 

Abraham Lincoln
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People do not seem to realize that 

their opinion of the world is also a 

confession of character.

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Modern day organizations are the instrument of societal 
change…

For better or worse

The most pressing and important problems (and opportunities) 
we face will require character based judgment that exceeds 
our current capacity.

Imagine if as educators and practitioners we could elevate 
character alongside competence to infuse organizational 
learning, knowledge and capabilities with the quality of well-
being and sustained excellence we seek.
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“The difference between what we 

do and what we are capable of 

doing would suffice to solve most of 

the world’s problem.”

Mahatma Ghandi
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“We must become the 

change we want to see.”

Mahatma Ghandi
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Hopes & Aspirations

• Share insights I wish I had known 30 years ago when I 
embarked on organizational learning research.

• Workshop - Learn, Experience, Engage

• Perhaps inspire you in some small way 

• your personal well-being and those in your orbit 

• Your teaching, research, practice
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Cautionary Note…

• Perspective recognizes that context and systemic forces 
are at play but seeks to elevate the importance of 
personal agency through character development.

• Essentially, the perspective emphasizes that your 
character matters quite significantly for personal well-
being and sustained excellence.
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Character and OL 

More to “individuals” than meets the eye

“What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters 
compared to what lies within us.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Character based learning and development

“You cannot dream yourself into a character; you must hammer 
and forge yourself one.”

Henry David Thoreau

Character vs Context

“Every man, as to character, is the creature of the age in which 
he lives. Very few are able to raise themselves above the ideas 
of their times.”

Voltaire
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Organization Learning as Competitive Advantage

Performance

Strategic Renewal

Organizational 

Learning

Leadership

Character
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Elevate Character Alongside Competence!

http://www.ivey.uwo.ca/research/leadership

Background: Lessons from 2008

• 350 Leaders

• Focus Groups

• Canada, US, Europe, Asia

• Key Insight – Character 

implicated but no agreement on 

what it is or how it can be 

developed
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Leader Character

Character 

Culture

Leader Competencies

Character Infuses Culture and Competence
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Defining Leader Character

• Being a leader is less about the position and more about 
the disposition to lead.  Having the disposition to lead is 
what allows professionals to rise above the fray and bring 
the best of themselves to their daily activities.

• Character is a “habit of being”.  Excellence of character is 
captured by a set of behaviors all of which are virtuous 
and some of which are traits or values.



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Character: Sustained Excellence +3

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3

DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Character as Catalyst – World Class 
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Character Elevates Competency
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Research to Practice
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Addressing Character Misconceptions

• Character is simply about being a “good” person and compromises 
performance

• False: Strengthening character strengthens judgment and 
ultimately sustained excellence for individuals and organizations

• Character is formed early in life and cannot be developed

• False.  Character is a habit of behavior that can be attended to and 
developed.

• Character is subjective and can’t be measure or managed

• False. Because character is revealed in a set of defined behaviors it 
can be measured and managed – 360 Leader Character Insight 
Assessment 

23
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Keep in mind…

• All  11 Character Dimensions Matter - Virtues become vices in excess or 
deficiency, therefore it is dangerous to focus on only some dimensions of 
character (e.g. Courage without Temperance is reckless)

• Character dimensions are interconnected and support one another.  
Leaders continue to develop strength across all dimensions (e.g. The 
more you develop Drive the more you also need to develop Humanity)

• Character is revealed in the behaviors supporting the dimensions

• Character is exercised through judgment

• Quality of judgment impacts individual and hence organizational 
performance

• Character is practiced and can be developed

• Context can build or erode character hence there are important 
implications for Culture in general and HR Practices in particular
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“Between stimulus and response there 
is a space.  In that space is our power 
to choose our response.  In our 
response lies our growth and our 
freedom.”

Victor Frankl – Man’s Search for Meaning
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Between Stimulus and Response

Stimulus Response

Doing Transact
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Between Stimulus and Response

Stimulus Response

Being

• Mindfulness

• Being in the 

present

• Sensory 

Experience

• Expansive 

bandwidth
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Thoughts to Destiny

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR THOUGHTS ,THEY BECOME WORDS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR WORDS, THEY BECOME ACTIONS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR ACTIONS, THEY BECOME HABITS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR HABITS, THEY BECOME CHARACTER.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR CHARACTER, IT BECOMES YOUR DESTINY.

Adapted Quote
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Leader Character in Action
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Mandela’s First Day
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Context Challenges Character

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3

DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS

Money Priming

Time Pressure

By-stander Effect

Social Conformity
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Rules & Regulations Insufficient

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3

DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS

Rules

Money Priming

Time Pressure

By-stander Effect

Social Conformity



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Values & Ethics

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3
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Values and Ethics 
simply define the 
expected norms, 
however character is 
required to exercise 
the desired values.

34
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Character Challenges Context

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3

DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS

Character

Money Priming

Time Pressure

By-stander Effect

Rules
Social Conformity
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Character 
Infused 
Culture
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Embedding Leader Character

SUSTAINED	
EXCELLENCE
CHARACTER
IN	ACTION

RECRUITING
ON	

CHARACTER

CHARACTER
ONBOARDING

DEVELOPING	
CHARACTER

REWARDING
PROMOTING	

ON	CHARACTER

CHARACTER	
ALIGNED	

STAKEHOLDERS

CHARACTER
ALIGNED	
CULTURE
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Developing Character - Overview

©Mary Crossan

Think about developing character along a continuum

38
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Character Assessment

39
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Temperance: Physiology – The Hidden Driver

Alan Watkins – “Being Brilliant Every Single Day” – TEDx Portsmouth 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xc3XdOiGGI
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Humility - Gratitude

What has had to exist for this paper to be 
in front of you?
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Humility - Learning: “Dropping your tools”

“Learning to drop one’s tools to gain lightness, agility, and wisdom tends to 
be forgotten in an era where leaders and followers alike are preoccupied 
with knowledge management, acquisitions, and acquisitiveness.” Karl Weick

“In pursuit of knowledge, every day something is acquired; in pursuit of 
wisdom, every day something is dropped.” Lao Tzu

1949 – Mann Gulch Montana - 27 firefighters 

died within sight of safe areas when they were 

overrun by a fire that had turned on them.  They 

had been instructed to “drop their tools and run” –

something they had never done before.  They 

couldn’t and many died clutching their tools.
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Activating Character - Music

• "Without music, life would be a mistake.“(Nietzsche)

• “Music washes away from the soul the dust of everyday 
life” (Auerhach)

• “Music is a moral law.  It gives soul to the universe, wings 
to the mind, flight to the imagination, and charm and 
gaiety to life and to everything.” (Plato)

• “Where words fail, music speaks.” (Andersen)

• “Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and 
philosophy” (Beethoven)

• “Music is the movement of sound to reach the soul for 
the education of its virtue” (Plato)
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Research suggests that music can…(USA Today 2013-12-17)

Help Physically: 

• Ease pain

• Increase endurance, motivation, performance and recovery 

• Improve sleep quality

• Enhance blood vessel function – associated with happiness.

Help Mentally: 

• Reduce stress and anxiety

• Induce a meditative state

• Relieve symptoms of depression

• Elevate mood

• Improve cognitive performance

• Help people perform better in high-pressure situations
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Music and Character

Pick a song that seems to activate 
on one or more of the dimensions 
of character. 

1. What is it about the tempo, 
lyrics, rhythm, genre etc. that 
captivates you? 

2. Do you have a particular 
experience you can associate 
with the song?  Do you have a 
history/story with it?
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Reflection

•How will activating and developing your 
character foster your well-being and 
excellence?

•Are there spaces/places/opportunities for 
you to activate character – teaching, 
research, practice?
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One evening an old Cherokee Chief told his grandson about a 

battle that goes on inside people. He said,

‘My son, the battle is between two ‘wolves’ inside us all. One is 

evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, 

self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, 

and ego.

The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, 

kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion 

and faith.’

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his 

grandfather: ‘Which wolf wins?’

The old Cherokee simply replied, ‘The one you feed.’

Cherokee Tale
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