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I. Defining Leadership and Ethics
Leadership theories have evolved significantly since ancient times, beginning with the assumption that leaders were born with inherent qualities. Over time, scholars shifted their focus from leaders’ observable behaviors to the importance of context and adaptability in situational and contingency theories. Leadership theory has since evolved toward contemporary models that emphasize empowerment, relational influence, and ethical collaboration in dynamic environments (University of Florida/IFAS Extension, 2025). Ancient figures such as Alexander the Great are frequently celebrated as archetypal leaders in historical rankings, embodying strength, strategic mastery, and command over diverse peoples (World Finance, 2025). As a result of my experiences in both academic study and professional leadership roles, I have come to understand leadership as a relational, ethical, and authenticity-driven quality. Leadership exists in the space between people and is shaped by communication, trust, and responsibility. 
Drilling down into the structure of leadership leads to a critical distinction between morals and ethics, which is necessary to arrive at a proper definition. Morality should be viewed as an individual’s internal beliefs about right and wrong, shaped by personal experience, values, and culture. Ethics, in contrast, is external and structural; consisting of professional standards, expectations, and norms that govern behavior within organizations (Yasir & Mohamad, 2016). Navigating the tension between personal moral discomfort and professional responsibility is a recurring leadership challenge. Relational leadership theory describes leadership as a social influence process embedded in relationships (Uhl-Bien, 2006). It has been my preference to use a Relational Leadership Model, which emphasizes that leadership is purposeful, inclusive, ethical, empowering, and process-oriented (Komives et al., 2021).
The Dalai Lama teaches that effective leadership and workplace satisfaction are rooted in inner discipline and alignment between values and actions (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 2003). Taken together, leadership and ethics form a responsibility-driven practice aimed at creating psychological safety, enabling voice, and sustaining long-term trust rather than achieving short-term gains.
II. Leadership Experiences and Observations
My most formative leadership experience occurred while serving as a lead sawyer at the Coeur D’Alene Window Company. I supervised three employees working across different stations: a saw operator, a mill operator, and a hardware installation associate. My responsibilities included coordinating workflow, maintaining quality, managing morale, and responding to constant pressure from upper management to reduce labor costs. I approached challenges by framing problems as shared responsibilities to improve productivity and morale. Creating psychological safety wasn’t a conscious effort when I was a lead, but it developed organically from consistency, accessibility, and a willingness to protect people from blame. Leaders create safety by putting people first and allowing them to take risks without fear (Sinek, 2014). Putting other people first is a personal quality that I first developed out of necessity when I became a parent.
Our Everest V3 simulation team consisted of six members, each assigned a distinct role with access to unique information. The simulation structure reinforced the importance of communication, trust, and shared leadership, as no single individual possessed a complete picture of the situation. We had to develop trust and communication norms quickly because our group was newly formed. One of our first group objectives was to make decisions collaboratively and aim for consensus whenever possible, recognizing that effective leadership in this context depended on integrating diverse perspectives. Although our team did not reach all individual or group objectives and required a rescue of some members, our overall performance was strong in psychological safety, ethical decision-making, and mutual support.
Every member of our team felt comfortable speaking up, sharing concerns, and challenging decisions without fear of judgment. One of our most important moments as a team involved a decision not to deploy an inhaler for an environmentalist experiencing an asthma attack, in an attempt to conserve resources. While the decision ultimately proved suboptimal, it revealed how ethical leadership often involves navigating trade-offs under pressure with incomplete information. The experience reinforced the importance of collective reasoning, accountability, and learning from outcomes.
The Change Management: Power and Influence simulation was a solo experience that tested my ability to lead change without formal authority. This simulation required influencing stakeholders to support a sustainability initiative using credibility, timing, and strategic application of influence levers. Entering the simulation with confidence, I quickly learned that understanding leadership concepts in theory does not guarantee practical application. Early in the simulation, a series of poorly timed decisions significantly reduced my credibility, creating a cascade effect that limited future influence. Actions that appeared inspirational were ineffective when trust and credibility were low, reinforcing the idea that ethical leadership deteriorates under pressure when messaging, timing, and alignment are off. This experience was particularly humbling. Recovery occurred after slowing down, reassessing the environment, and demonstrating tangible results through a pilot project.
The simulation illustrated that credibility is fragile but reversible, and that leaders must repair it through consistent, value-aligned actions. This model's intrinsic motivation theory, which emphasizes competence, meaning, and visible progress as drivers of engagement (Thomas, 2009). Most importantly, the simulation reinforced how power distance and organizational dynamics influence change adoption. Some high-influence stakeholders resisted throughout the process, while others emerged as early adopters. The experience deepened my understanding that ethical change leadership requires patience, humility, situational awareness, and respect for the emotional demands placed on those affected by change.
Privilege often operates invisibly, shaping which voices are heard and whose concerns carry weight. In my manufacturing role, my technical background gave me advantages in troubleshooting and communicating with engineering teams. This privilege allowed me to translate expectations, challenge unrealistic assumptions, and advocate for more feasible production processes. When used responsibly, privilege can reduce fear, expand participation, and improve outcomes. Inclusive leadership requires intentionally creating space for less visible voices and focusing discussions on the merit of ideas rather than the status of the speaker. Research supports that inclusive leadership increases psychological safety and performance (Bourke & Dillon, 2018). Ethical leadership demands awareness of power dynamics and a willingness to use influence to protect those who may not feel empowered to speak.
III. Leadership Theories That Shape My Practice
Relational Leadership Theory and the Relational Leadership Models have provided a framework for me to understand leadership as a shared process grounded in trust and inclusion. Authentic leadership further reinforces the importance of aligning actions with values and avoiding performative behavior (Komives et al., 2021). I typically reserve transformational leadership for mentoring and culture-building situations where it serves the team’s needs. Most of my leadership practice is relational and situational. I use guiding and training techniques when necessary, empowering when possible, and make continuous adjustments based on team readiness. I have learned to follow intrinsic motivation theory, which emphasizes meaning, choice, competence, and progress as drivers of engagement (Thomas, 2009). Ethical leadership underscores that leaders must be willing to challenge silence, acknowledge mistakes, and protect voice, especially in high-pressure environments (Ciulla, 2020).
IV. Ethical Commitments I Will Uphold as a Leader
Ethical leadership is defined by consistent action, especially when ethical behavior is inconvenient or uncomfortable. I have identified several ethical commitments that will guide my leadership practice and shape the standards I expect from those who lead me, starting with my commitment to protecting voice and psychological safety. Silence in organizations is rarely a sign of agreement; more often, it reflects fear, fatigue, or learned helplessness. The concept of “mitigated speech” illustrates how hierarchical environments suppress dissent, even when serious risks are present (Gladwell, 2008). Leaders are responsible for creating environments where truth can surface without punishment.
I am also committed to using power and privilege responsibly. Ethical leadership requires acknowledging one’s advantages and intentionally using them to elevate less-heard voices rather than dominate decision-making. Empirical research on inclusive leadership shows that teams perform better when leaders recognize power imbalances and create equitable participation (Bourke & Dillon, 2018). I want to be an inclusive and responsible leader who encourages involvement, open discussion, and equality. Transparency, trust, engagement, and organizational citizenship behaviors are linked to ethical leadership (Newman et al., 2014). I will prioritize transparency and accountability, particularly during periods of uncertainty or organizational strain. I am committed to long-term trust over short-term gains. Many unethical leadership failures I have observed stem from prioritizing appearance, speed, or financial optics over safety, talent, or culture. As an ethical leader, I will resist decisions that may appear efficient in the moment but erode trust over time.
V. Two-Year Leadership Development Action Plan
Over the next two years, I intend to strengthen my leadership practice through intentional learning, experience, and ethical reflection. Here is my action plan, structured to build foundational competencies in the first year and expand leadership impact in the second. My first year will focus on deepening self-awareness and strengthening core leadership skills. I plan to pursue training in ethical leadership, communication, and inclusive decision-making through workshops, professional development courses, or employer-sponsored learning opportunities. These areas directly support my commitment to transparency, voice protection, and ethical use of power. 
I will take advantage of mentoring opportunities when available and seek certification when I am able. Learning from experienced leaders will help refine my ethical judgment, while mentoring others will reinforce accountability and relational leadership principles. I will take advantage of opportunities to practice situational leadership by assuming responsibilities and adapting my leadership style to team readiness and context. When mentoring new employees, I will facilitate team discussions and support change initiatives. Through these experiences, I will intentionally reflect on how my actions affect trust, morale, and engagement. It will be critical that I adjust promptly when needed. I will also practice setting ethical boundaries by respectfully challenging decisions that conflict with transparency, fairness, or safety.
In my second year, I plan to pursue formal leadership roles, if available, or expanded responsibilities, such as guiding teams through change, improvement initiatives, or cross-functional collaboration. These roles will allow me to apply relational and ethical leadership principles at a broader organizational level. I will add value to any team I am part of through culture-building efforts, such as contributing to process improvements, safety initiatives, and communication frameworks that promote psychological safety and inclusion. I intend to continue self-assessment through feedback, reflection, and course correction to ensure that leadership behaviors remain consistent with my values. My leadership effectiveness will be measured by the trust, engagement, and resilience of the teams I support.

VI. Conclusion
Leadership, as I have come to understand it, is a relational and ethical practice grounded in responsibility rather than authority. It requires emotional discipline, moral courage, and a willingness to prioritize people over optics. Through my experiences in production environments and my engagement with leadership theory, I have learned that effective leadership depends on trust, transparency, and the ethical use of power.
This leadership action plan reflects both who I am as a leader and who I intend to become. It integrates theory with lived experience and provides a framework for continued growth over the next two years. By committing to ethical consistency, relational awareness, and continuous development, I aim to lead in ways that create psychological safety, sustain trust, and enable long-term success for both individuals and organizations.
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