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Abstract — Contemporary business challenges have underscored the need for purpose-driven leaders who not only follow rules
but also find meaning in their work. Ethical leadership — the modeling of honesty, fairness, and accountability — provides a
structure for “doing the right thing,” while spiritual leadership — emphasizing personal purpose, calling, and altruistic love —
adds the motivation of “why it matters.” This paper proposes an integrated framework for embedding both dimensions in
management education. Drawing on transformational and social learning theories, we argue that leaders learn values through
role models who both exemplify integrity and inspire a shared vision. Experiential and reflective pedagogies (e.g. service
projects, mindfulness practice, values dialogues) can then make these lessons personally salient. We review current practices
and case examples (e.g., NYU Stern’s Mindfulness in Business program[1]) and identify common barriers — notably faculty
discomfort with “spiritual” content and crowded curricula[2][3]. Finally, we outline future research paths, especially
longitudinal studies tracking graduates’ long-term impact and cross-cultural comparisons of how values education plays out in
different contexts[4][5]. By integrating ethics and spirituality, educators can cultivate graduates who not only do things right,
but also do the right things for meaningful reasons.
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organizational goals with stakeholders’ and society’s well-
being, guided by both conscience and inspiration (Lips-
Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Ribeiro et al., 2024). This paper
offers a conceptual model and practical guidance for such
integration in business curricula. First, we survey relevant
theory  (transformational, social learning, moral
development, experiential learning) to show how ethics
and spirituality complement each other. Next, we examine
current curricula and identify best-practice examples of

. INTRODUCTION

In today’s volatile business environment, managers face
complex dilemmas that call for more than technical skill —
they need a strong moral compass and a sense of higher
purpose. High-profile scandals (e.g. Enron, WorldCom)
have highlighted the limitations of a values-neutral MBA
curriculum and prompted accrediting bodies (AACSB,
PRME) to urge business schools to strengthen ethics

education. Ethical leadership — broadly defined as leaders’
demonstration and promotion of normatively appropriate
conduct (fairness, trustworthiness, care for
stakeholders)[6][7] — has become central to organizational
success. However, ethical leadership alone may not satisfy
today’s students, who increasingly seek work that is
meaningful and “makes a difference.” Spiritual leadership,
in contrast, emphasizes intrinsic motivation and connection
to a higher purpose; Fry (2003) describes it as a vision-
and values-centered approach that uses hope/faith and
altruistic love to help people find calling and membership
in their work[8]. In essence, ethical leadership ensures
doing the right thing, while spiritual leadership ensures
being inspired by why it is right.

Management education has traditionally taught ethics as a
compliance add-on (e.g. a single required course), and has
largely ignored students’ inner values or sense of
purpose[9][2]. This fragmented approach is now being
questioned. Many scholars and educators propose that
integrating ethical and spiritual dimensions can foster
purpose-driven leaders — individuals who align

integration. We then address implementation challenges —
especially faculty readiness — and recommend strategies to
overcome them. Finally, we discuss future research
directions, particularly the need for longitudinal impact
studies and cross-cultural comparisons. Our goal is to
provide educators with an evidence-based roadmap for
teaching students not just what is right, but why it matters
(Brown, Trevifio, & Harrison, 2006).

Ethical and Spiritual Leadership Foundations

A conceptual framework for purpose-driven leadership
starts by combining ethical and spiritual leadership
concepts. Ethical leadership research (Brown et al., 2006;
Trevifio et al.,, 2000) emphasizes role modeling of
integrity: leaders clarify ethical standards and consistently
“walk the talk,” which builds trust and an ethical
climate[6]. Ethical leaders prioritize justice and
stakeholder interests in decision-making, reinforcing a
culture of transparency and accountability. Their impact on
followers is well-documented: subordinates report greater
trust, higher job satisfaction, and reduced misconduct
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under ethical leaders (Brown et al., 2006; Babalola et al.,
2019).

Spiritual leadership theory (Fry, 2003) focuses on leaders’
capacity to foster meaning and calling. This approach
integrates a compelling vision and caring culture so that
followers find personal purpose in their work[8]. Empirical
studies link spiritual leadership to enhanced follower well-
being, commitment, and a sense of community[10][11]. It
often overlaps with concepts like servant leadership or
workplace spirituality, stressing inner development and
compassion. Crucially, while ethical leadership stresses
external norms and duties, spiritual leadership addresses
internal motivations (values, hope, love)[12].

The synergy of these perspectives lies in combining moral
rigor with personal inspiration. Conceptually, ethical
leadership provides the “guardrails” of right action, while
spiritual leadership supplies the “fuel” of purpose (Sama &
Shoaf, 2008). Both models share concern for altruism and
stakeholder welfare: ethical leaders act from duty and
justice, while spiritual leaders act from love and calling.
For example, Ahmed (2024) finds that embedding Islamic
values into ethics training cultivated deeper moral
responsibility among Egyptian executives[13]. In practical
terms, a leader who consistently makes ethical decisions
and also communicates a higher calling can profoundly
motivate teams. This integrated view suggests that
management educators should teach not only how to solve
ethical problems, but also why those solutions matter to
one’s values and vision.

Pedagogical Approaches for Integration

Theories of learning support an education that blends
ethics and spirituality. Transformational leadership theory
(Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985) is particularly relevant: it posits
that leaders (or educators) inspire followers by articulating
a compelling vision (idealized influence and inspirational
motivation). In our framework, transformational teaching
means instructors model integrity while simultaneously
encouraging students to reflect on personal values and
future goals[14][15]. This dual approach (ethical exemplar
+ meaning-making) can elevate students’ motivations to
serve the common good.

Bandura’s social learning theory (1977) underpins the
importance of faculty role models. Students absorb norms
and ethics by observing consistent behavior. Instructors
who embody ethical-spiritual values (for example, by
acknowledging their own decision-making struggles or
demonstrating empathy) create powerful teachable
moments[16][2]. This highlights the need for faculty
development: educators must feel comfortable discussing
values and must practice integrity in the classroom, or else
students will not fully internalize the lessons.

Moral development theory (Kohlberg, 1981) encourages
structured reasoning about ethics (case studies, codes of
conduct). However, Kohlberg noted that higher moral
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stages also require emotional and identity growth. Here,
spiritual elements become motivators. For instance,
service-learning or immersion projects that connect course
material to students’ own values can make abstract ethical
principles personally salient (Kohlberg, 1981). As one
model suggests, combining cognitive ethical reasoning
with reflective exercises (value clarifications, narrative
storytelling) can facilitate progression to principled
conscience[15].

Finally, experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) offers a
practical method: concrete experience followed by
reflection enables students to live ethics. Simulations, role-
plays, and community projects force students to confront
dilemmas and reflect on emotional responses. For
example, after a financial ethics simulation, students might
debrief not only on rules but also on how decisions aligned
with their own vision of leadership. Mindfulness exercises
or reflective writing can be embedded in these cycles to
ensure students connect lessons to purpose. In sum,
combining these approaches results in a curriculum where
students are shown why ethics matter (through values
reflection) and how to apply them (through practice)
simultaneously.

Implementation Challenges and Faculty Readiness
Challenges: Integrating ethical-spiritual content across a
management curriculum faces several practical hurdles.
First, there is the perennial issue of space: most MBA
programs are already packed with functional and technical
courses. Faculty consistently report that adding new topics
(like spirituality or values) can feel burdensome given
limited contact hours[2]. Time constraints and
accreditation mandates often relegate ethics to one course
or a lecture module, rather than a continuous theme.
Second, many instructors are uncomfortable addressing
spirituality. Surveys of faculty have found mixed attitudes:
while many acknowledge the value of holistic
development, they fear being seen as “proselytizing” or too
“touchy-feely” in a business context[2][17]. Some worry
that discussing personal beliefs or purpose crosses a line in
a secular classroom. Third, there are questions of academic
rigor: business professors trained in analysis may doubt
how to teach “values” rigorously. As one study notes, if
ethics is treated as mere “gut instinct,” students miss the
structured reasoning they need[18].

Faculty readiness:  Successfully addressing these
challenges requires preparing and supporting faculty.
Instructors need training, resources, and cultural
encouragement to teach ethical-spiritual topics. Best-
practice cases illustrate effective strategies. For example,
some schools conduct faculty workshops where even
finance or marketing professors practice integrating ethical
dilemmas and reflective questions into their cases[19][3].
Programs like the Aspen Institute’s Business & Society
initiative provide seminars on pedagogies such as Mary
Gentile’s Giving Voice to Values, helping educators learn
how to facilitate values discussions (Aspen Institute,
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2019)[3]. Institutions that allocate resources to this effort
see smoother integration: hiring a director of ethics,
funding retreats for instructors, or including value-oriented
teaching in faculty evaluations[3]. Peer networks (e.g.
PRME working groups) also help faculty share methods.
In summary, while most educators welcome deeper ethics
education, they often need guidance: training workshops,
curricula “toolkits,” and institutional incentives are critical
for readiness[3][20].

Challenges and support needs can be summarized in a
structured way:

Curricular Fit: Finding room in the schedule and aligning
with accreditation requirements[2].

Faculty = Comfort:  Overcoming hesitancy  about
religion/spirituality, and ensuring instructors feel
competent[2][17].

Resource Allocation: Providing time, funds, and expertise
for new modules or courses[3].

Pedagogical Guidance: Offering training (e.g. faculty
development workshops) and sharing best practices in
values-based teaching[3].

Real-World Examples of Curriculum Integration
Despite these obstacles, several business schools have
pioneered integrative curricula. These programs offer
concrete models that others can adapt:

e NYU Stern (Mindfulness in Business): Perhaps the best-
known example is Stern’s Mindfulness in Business

(MiB) initiative[1]. Launched through Stern’s
leadership development program (in partnership with
NYU’s Spiritual Life office)y, MiB introduced

meditation, mindful pauses, and reflective workshops
for MBA students. In the first year, hundreds of
students and faculty participated in courses and
events. Survey feedback showed that students gained
emotional resilience and reported that mindfulness
enhanced both their performance skills and ethical
awareness[1]. This case demonstrates that even
traditional finance and marketing classes can include
brief mindfulness practices to help students connect
goals with values. (For details, see Kim & Shy,
2015[1].)

o Value-Driven Curricula (Giving Voice to Values,
Aspen): Programs like Mary Gentile’s Giving Voice
to Values (GVV) have been incorporated at many
schools. GVV is a pedagogical framework
(originating from UVA Darden) that teaches students
to articulate and enact their values when facing
dilemmas. Institutions using GVV create role-play
exercises and case discussions where students practice
how to speak up for ethics in simulated corporate
situations (e.g. whistleblowing)[21][3]. Similarly, the
Aspen Institute’s Business & Society International
MBA Case Competition and faculty workshops help
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integrate sustainability and stakeholder discussions
into core courses. These initiatives equip students with
tools (scripts, frameworks) for values-based action,
complementing theory with practice.

e Mindfulness Across the Curriculum (AACSB
Guidelines): Professional bodies like AACSB
advocate weaving mindfulness and ethics into many
subjects. For example, an AACSB article recommends
that business schools integrate mindfulness concepts
into courses on leadership, communication, HRM, and
analytics, rather than confining them to electives[22].
Electives or short retreats can also be offered. For
instance, in faculty-led programs, students may
practice breath-awareness or compassionate listening
in class. By not labeling it explicitly as “spirituality,”
schools can frame these practices as emotional
intelligence or self-management skills — yet they foster
the same qualities (empathy, focus, ethical awareness)
that underpin spiritual leadership[22].

e Jesuit and Values-Oriented Institutions: Many faith-
affiliated or mission-driven schools exemplify this
integration organically. For example, Santa Clara
University and  Fordham  University  (Jesuit
institutions) have leadership courses that explicitly
address purpose, community, and service as core to
business success. These programs blend discussions of
personal values (often drawing on religious or
philosophical texts) with case analyses of ethical
business practices. Likewise, the Principles for
Responsible Management Education (PRME) network
includes hundreds of signatory schools that share
models of teaching sustainability, human dignity, and
global stewardship. These institutions often embed
service-learning projects or reflective seminars into
required courses, so that values are discussed
alongside finance or marketing topics.

In practice, these examples share common features: they
introduce purpose and self-awareness modules into
existing courses, offer electives or workshops on
mindfulness and meaning (often co-taught with campus
religious/spiritual centers), and provide experiential
learning (community projects, simulations) that tie ethics
to personal mission. Table 2 (below) profiles some
institutions. Collectively, they show that purpose-driven
education is feasible and sought after.

Il. FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND
CONCLUSION

Our review suggests many avenues for further inquiry.
Longitudinal studies are needed to measure how integrated
ethics/spiritual curricula affect graduates over time. For
example, Fletcher-Brown et al. (2012) conducted a
longitudinal study of ethics education, finding that baseline
moral reasoning correlated with student behavior in
simulations; similar research could track alumni into their
careers to see if early values training leads to ethical
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leadership outcomes. Cross-cultural research is also
critical. Spiritual and ethical norms vary globally — Ahmed
(2024) notes that in Egypt, Islamic spiritual values strongly
shape leadership ethics[5]. Comparative studies could
explore how curriculum design should differ in Western
versus non-Western contexts or in secular versus religious
universities[4][5].

Other future directions include developing validated
measures for “purpose-driven leadership.” Currently, few
instruments capture the combination of ethical orientation
and sense of calling. Scholars could create surveys or 360°
assessments that evaluate students’ stakeholder empathy,
integrity, and personal mission. Finally, action research
(pilot interventions) would provide practical insights.
Educators might implement our proposed curriculum
components (Table 3) at a school and document outcomes
and challenges. This iterative evaluation (with student
feedback) could generate best practices for pedagogy and
institutional change[23].

In sum, integrating ethical and spiritual leadership into
management education holds promise for cultivating
leaders who are both competent and compassionate. Our
framework and case examples offer concrete steps: embed
value-clarification and mindfulness exercises in courses,
train faculty to guide reflective dialogue, and create
experiential projects that link business concepts to social
purpose. Institutions that commit to this path can produce
graduates who not only follow rules, but also champion a
meaningful vision for business. As one reviewer noted, the
ultimate goal is to align “head and heart” — developing
managers who act with conscience and conviction. The
payoff could be significant: firms led by such individuals
may advance not only profit, but also the well-being of
communities and the planet[4][24]. Our proposed
integrative model is a starting point. Ongoing research and
practice will refine it, but the direction is clear:
management education must evolve to prepare leaders of
integrity and inspiration for the 21st century.
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