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Abstract. Business Ethics remains necessary in a globalized world. Companies need to
listen to their stakeholders and identify their needs. As social institutions, companies
should display moral behavior because society expects good actions of them. As a
result, they need to integrate social and environmental problems into their day-to-
day work because that is their responsibility. Consequently, gender equality has to be
integrated into company management because it is a global, social interest. Since the
dichotomist division of public and private spaces, cultural constructions of gender have
been determined, which are based on values and restrictive principles that build a
conflicting model for men and women. In contemporary western societies, these roles
are the basis of our education and lifestyle, and they impregnate all areas of society
cross-sectionally, from politics to economy. This gender differentiation becomes gender
inequality, which is reproduced by companies. In the present communication, our
main task is to identify the real relation between Business Ethics and an emerging form
of leadership: Women'’s Leadership. Our hypothesis centers on the notion that Business
Ethics can enbance the presence of women as leaders in companies. Moreover, we have
to work on the possibilities of defining a women’s leadership model, which is not often
done visibly, and highlight its main features which come close to the transformational
leadership model. We will also see how in a context of change and economic recession
that the need to reformulate the basis of the traditional leadership model, traditionally
associated and practiced by men, is evident. Companies demand complementary
leadership, transformational leadership, and need to respond ro the principles and
values of Business Ethics.
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Introduction: Why is business ethics necessary to build healthier
companies in a global society?

Companies operate globally, which is a new reality shaped through the
transfiguration of temporal-spatial limits. Information and communication
technologies allow us real-time access to information around the world.
Consequently, national borders are disintegrating to give way to a new
multicultural citizenship, as the European Union case. Nevertheless,
some differences remain between one national state and another, because
strong nation-state governance allows each country to determine its own
commercial law, labor and environmental regulations, and economic
policies. This new global situation can be useful for companies because
they can internationalize their activities and increase their presence in other
countries, but we must remember that some significant differences are still
alive, especially in the legal field. At the same time, business activity can
become more complicated because its actions do not only affect immediate
surroundings, but the entire world. For example, a single decision made by
an executive or manager in a very short time affects thousands of people
working in a distant place. So we now find ourselves in a “global society”,
where companies are not islands, but are interconnected with lots of groups
in many places worldwide. In short, the first step is to recognize that the
environment is changing and that the company is interconnected with
society, nature and politics. Therefore, due to this interconnection, the
company will face many social problems, including the gender inequality,
which is a global issue.

First of all, in order to incorporate the ethics perspective into business
dynamics, we should recognize the relations between people and
companies. If we manage to identify the links that attach the company
to society, we will build a better world; we will build healthier companies.
From a philosophical point of view, the links from the Latin term “/igatio”,
that link the company to all its groups of interests must be recognized and,
therefore, they oblige (0b-/igatio) it to live up to the expectations that they
have placed in it (Cortina, 2007). As human beings, we are interdependent
social beings who live in an increasingly interconnected world, and this
will continue to grow in forthcoming years. So, as the Spanish philosopher
Adela Cortina remembers, recognizing the need for us all to be linked
together, including companies, is the first step toward social growth of
trust (Cortina, 2007). According to this recognition, it is easier to join



Maria MEDINA - VICENT 933

governments, companies and citizens to address different problems of
society, such as gender inequality or environmental pollution. Nowadays,
companies need to be aware of this new request made by citizens. In
many cases, the company acts without paying attention to the changes
that now take place around it, hiding behind the current economic crisis
to make immoral and harmful decisions for employees, the environment
and society in general. It is fair to state that many companies are lurching
blindly without considering that society is changing and, for this reason,
they must adapt appropriately if it want to survive. This imbalance between
new social demands and company actions is generating a crisis of trust in
society as far as company action is concerned. People are suspicious about
business actions, and they develop a critical attitude of them at the same
time. The ethical management of companies is required for them to know
Stakeholders’ needs, as opposed to having to answer for our actions.

Thus those companies that want to survive must be aware of the real sense
of their own actions. Recognizing one of the key problems is an absolute
must: the traditional economic rationality model in which economic
profits are above any other issue; this perspective conceals an autistic
notion of the company as if it owes nothing to society. Even so, companies
are a very important part of society because they create value in many
ways: economic, technological, cultural and, more importantly, this allows
society to continue to work. So the second step will consist in building
business ethics to overcome this autistic and economic rationality concept
by stressing the notion that the company forms part of Civil Society and
that it generates social goods, and not just profits for shareholders. At the
beginning, this may come as a shock to executives, managers and directors.
However, we must understand that the company’s ethical behavior does not
go against long-term profits. For this reason, we have to introduce ethical
values into everyday management decision-making and create healthy
leadership models that include women and other groups. Moreover, we
stress that an ethical management ought to have a strong communicative
component, so it is necessary to invest resources in the communication
channels, internal and external, to enable dialogue between company and
society. This task is complicated for multinationals, operating in different
territories, but this serves to reinforce our argument and encourage them
to invest a portion of their funds in monitoring communication and ethics
management business.
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So the third step is to recognize who is affected by business activity. We
start with the Stakeholders Theory by R. Edward Freeman in the 1980s
(Strategic Management. A Stakeholder Approach, 1984). From it we
understand Stakeholder as “any group or individual who can affect, or be
affected by, the achievement of business objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p.
24). One of the key bases of this theory is that it envisages a management
model that collectively integrates the company’s ethical and organizational
aspects (Gonzdlez, 2012, p. 71). Evidently, society as a whole is important
for the company’s activity, but in each specific case, the company will have
to respond to the specific demands made by different groups (trade unions,
feminist groups, environmental groups, etc.). We need to assume that
neither the law nor the market is a mechanism that sufficiently regulates
today’s organizational behavior, because the economic and political laws
change by state, so something else is necessary (Garcia-Marzd, 2004,
p. 45). That something else lies in trust and the moral management of
resources, and in the ability to generate trust through dialog, and it also
involves mutual recognition. For example, respect Human Rights, which
are universal, should be strong when the laws of a country are not enough
to guarantee other minimum rights. It is not sufficient to rely on a strategic
business management understanding to explain the company’s shares;
communicative action to bring the company closer to its stakeholders is

needed.

It is important to point out that the business ethics model we propose
herein focuses on the Discourse Ethics of Habermas (1989). This ethics
model helps us to perceive Stakeholders as “active subjects, speakers, and
not merely resources to satisfy one of the parties” (Garcia-Marz4, 2004, p.
197). So this deontological perspective of ethics is vital for allowing dialogs
between companies and stakeholders because it is during this exercise of
freedom that companies can heed the demands made by citizens and can
participate in a fairer society. Accordingly, women and feminist groups will
always form part of stakeholders as gender equality is based on a global
human value. In summary, dialogue-based business ethics allows us to
build healthier and fairer companies because it teaches them to become
moral institutions that form part of Civil Society, and as such, seeks to
generate social goods, not only economic benefits, which it also is one of
its primary objectives. As a basic social demand, if we wish to enhance
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the importance of women in the business world, we must first carry out
ethical business management. We must not be afraid of the changes taking
place around us because in today’s volatile world, we must know how to
adapt our working methods to social demands. Fair companies have to
deal with different groups of interest that claim that men and women in all
spheres are treated equally, including the workplace, leadership positions
and economy. All of these features needs a real possibility to attend the
demands of stakeholders in Civil Society. The Discourse Ethics of Habermas
(1989) offers this possibility because its universalization and deontological
principles, inheriting of Kantian philosophy, as Garcia-Marz4 remembers:
“just a universalist ethics is able to respond to the internationalization
of moral demands and expectations placed on the company in a global
context” (Garcia-Marzd, 2004, p. 32).

Gender equality as an ethical claim in companies

We highlight the vital necessity to introduce gender equality into
the company’s different management levels. This need is based on a
fundamental demand and is also extensively based on the theoretical
principles of participatory democracy and democratic citizenship. One way
to achieve a more equal company is to promote equality plans. However,
it should be pointed out that this is a pending matter in business. These
plans must include a component to fulfill the equality standards that the
European Union promotes and recommends. But companies themselves
should also look after not only such fulfillment, but should also have the
initiative to promote their own Gender Equality plans based on social
corporate responsibility that adapt to the company’s own characteristics
and peculiarities.

Nowadays, it may seem that equality between women and men has been
achieved because several international agencies, such as the Declaration
of Human Rights, incorporate this premise. For example, within the
European Union framework, we can find agreements that work on ensuring
Gender Equality, such as the Strategy for equality between women and men
(2010-2015), which is one of the most recent agreements that includes the
principles defined by the Womens Charter: Declaration by the European
Commission on International Women’s Day (2010). However when we



936 Strategica 2014

look at what is actually happening, we see that inequality still remains
because, although moral principles exist and are specified in declarations
of rights, this problem is structural, and changing structures in a society
is hard work. So the occupational sexism we find in the business world is
merely a reflection of the patriarchal domination features of our society.
This statement does not imply accepting women’s under-representation;
indeed the exact opposite is true. This evidences the need to incorporate
this problem into the business ethics management instruments we looked
at earlier.

Another example on our closer horizon is found in the 2020 world
meeting in Beijing, where governments and other institutions will discuss
Gender Equality and entrepreneurship among women. The key point here
is to realize that social problems today are the responsibility not only of
politicians, but also of companies and Civil Society (Cortina, 2004, p. 11).
Indeed there are moral values and ideals that society considers valuable,
including the achievement of a more egalitarian society in which men
and women receive equal opportunities to access work. However, our
daily actions seem to contradict the beliefs to which we cling so strongly
(Cortina, 2007). One of the most important problems is that Gender
Equality in the business world forms part of the “ought to be” sphere, but
not part of the “to be” reality. This is not sufficient; we have to incorporate
the demands made from feminism into business ethics.

For this reason, it is surprising to see how such claims have been
integrated into regulations and state laws, such as Article 14 of the Spanish
Constitution (1978), which addresses by law and sets out the prohibition
of any discrimination based on gender. However, many companies deny
following such principles. Then there are more recent plans like the
Strategic Plan for Equal Opportunities 2014-2016 (Plan Estratégico para la
Igualdad de Oportunidades 2014-2016), which promotes equality between
men and women, and defines actions that contribute to reduce inequality
in our daily lives. When a principle like equality is formalized in a law, we
perceive that it has come true. Yet this belief is false because reality is quite
different: women are still treated unequally and they do not have the same
opportunities as men, so they have fewer chances to move up the ladder
than men do in companies.
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In the business domain, we still encounter difficulties that women must
overcome to occupy management positions, to earn the same salaries as
men, or to reconcile family life with work. Consequently, “redefining our
business concept so that its meaning and raison d’étre also include the
gender perspective” (Garcia-Marzd, 1999, p. 1) becomes an urgent matter.
Perhaps the law and equality plans are a good initial step towards achieving
a more ethical company. Nonetheless, the real need lies in changing the
mentality of people and companies. Thus the real problem is how to
integrate the gender equality in companies, and one of the advances for the
dialogue-based ethics, is to understand companies from the responsibility.
The recognition of this fact involves that the company needs to response
of their actions in front of stakeholders, offering concrete actions to solve
the gender inequality. Society demands all the policies we looked at before
to be integrated into the day-to-day work of companies and managers.
Consequently, the company must understand efficiency not only from an
ethics perspective of equality. It must also be studied from the Theory of
Stakeholders by always considering that their activity will affect women
more (De Luis, 2008). This operation will allow them to fight against
the glass ceiling and other inequalities, which continue to characterise
companies.

In the specific case of the Spanish State, there is the Swategic Plan for
Equal Opportunities 2014-2016 (Plan Estratégico para la Igualdad de
Oportunidades 2014-2016). We can see that gender demands are being
incorporated in legal terms. Some of the actions made by Spanish State are
focused on issues such as: motivate the women entrepreneurship, facilitate
the reconciliation of personal, work and family life; or promote social
awareness in eradicating gender violence. The main objective of this plan
is to promote the inclusion and long-termism of women in the workplace,
and to also make their contribution to economy visible. Overall, the plan
refers to the long-standing problem of the public sphere being separated
from the private field, where a woman’s role has been traditionally played,
which affects and conditions her social role. This political and economical
separation between spheres separates the economic sphere from the social
one, which leads to an unequal society. This aspect has been highly criticized
by feminist theorists like Nancy Fraser (2006) and Anne Phillips (2010),
whose studies have focused on the effects that this situation has on social



938 Strategica 2014

life. Policies and plans have mentioned inequality and this separation, but
it has been used only for companies can to wash their hands of it. In that
regard, discourse ethics allows us to highlight the need to recognize the
contribution to the economy of the traditional work of women in the field
of home in childcare and household management.

It is also true that companies must go beyond policies by moving further
and more toward positive action in an attempt to eradicate the social roots
of discrimination (Garcia-Marzd, 1999, p. 14). Law is necessary to promote
business ethics, but it does not suffice to achieve the integration of women
into companies. For this reason, it is vital that companies learn to operate
fairly, and that companies, managers and executives must move in the right
direction and implement good actions that are considered socially valid. So
the basic aim of business ethics is to deal with the conditions of making the
company’s social credibility possible and to, therefore, encourage all the
groups that form part of, or are affected by, its activity to be confident in
it (Garcfa-Marzd, 2004, p. 23). We must emphasize that companies affect
women. So if companies do not include one of the groups affected by their
activity, then strategic communication based on coercion that shuns dialog
on equal terms comes into play (Habermas, 1989). One of the ways to
include the women voices in the company is the “ethics committee” (comizé
de ética) (Garcia-Marzd, 2007, p. 203), a meeting where the company can
establish real dialogue with the stakeholders, as well as with women. From
this active listening, companies could implement measures to promote
the women participation in decision-making positions, measures of time
flexibility, implement policies against sexual harassment, etc. Importantly,
the ethics committee must be accompanied by the drafting of a code of
ethics (cddigo ético) and conducting ethics audits (auditoria ética) (Garcia-
Marzd, 2004), these three instruments will implement ethical management
in companies.

To summarize this section, we agree with the fact that Gender Equality is
a basic human right, and for this reason, all companies should integrate
it into their day-to-day work and business management. We as citizens
must be aware of promoting women’s rights in the workplace, which
the International Labor Office states as one of its principles. Other
international organizations like the ONU also integrate this demand. In
short, the fact that “women are able to work on equal terms with men it is
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not just a desirable question, but an expected one” (Garcia-Marzd, 1999,
p- 26), that needs to be integrated into business reality.

Business ethics can be the drive for women’s leadership

Globalization has brought about changes in our economies and
societies. New global economic structures have made markets fragile,
and competitiveness has been moved to a global level. Moreover, the
Communication Society (Castells, 1999) has enabled the creation of global
networking by offering individuals and organizations around the world the
ability to communicate easily. This is characterized by new communication
network structures, which are supposedly more democratic, and by
widespread public access to information sources. Nowadays it seems to be
that we live in an interconnected world where citizens begin to accept their
active critical role against governments and companies. In this dynamical
context, companies feel they must rethink their ways of working in order
to become not only more flexible and proactive, but also active subjects.
To this globalization and communicative transformation process, we
must add the recent economic and financial global crisis, which we find
ourselves in since 2007. Such economic and social restructuring has led
people to question the traditional ways that companies have worked and

their leadership model.

Nowadays, immersed as we are in a global economic crisis, companies
are beginning to question the effectiveness of a leadership model based
on the traditional male stereotype, and are seeking new management
models that imply another way of understanding the company. Because
this traditional model no longer generates trust, companies must rethink
their kinds of leaders, because they have to generate trust to survive to
the crisis. For example, leaderships including employees in the decision
making are being very well received (El Tiempo, 2014). This is an excellent
opportunity to promote equality between men and women in leadership
positions because, assumedly, women’s leadership is related with the
transformational model defined by Bass. Transformational Leadership has
four basic characteristics: Idealized Influence, Inspirational Motivation,
Intellectual Stimulation and Individualized Consideration (Bass & Avolio,
1994a). Charismatic leadership can boost organizational changes by
inspiring each employee. Inspirational motivation consists in the leader
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transmitting his/her perspective to the team to fulfill the business vision
so that it becomes an example to imitate. Furthermore, in order to achieve
complete implication, the leader must treat each team member separately
by paying attention to his/her needs so they feel valued. Intellectual
stimulation involves encouraging all the team members to participate in
problem solving, and brainstorming is well-valued, even though some
ideas do not match the leader’s. These four principles should work together
to achieve individual aims that are combined with organizational ones and
for them to become shared goals.

Following Bass’s theory, many authors have studied the differences
in leadership between men and women. Some authors support these
differences by associating women with a more transformational leadership
model. One of the most important reasons for this association is that the
four characteristics we looked at, and the values underlying them, can
be easily identified with the characteristics associated with female gender
stereotype, such as cooperativism, empathy, cooperation, collaboration,
sensitivity, etc. These values are becoming more important at managerial
levels (Ramos, 2005, p. 55). Furthermore, authors like Loden (1987)
argue that male leaders respond to a pyramidal hierarchy scheme, while
Women’s Leadership is identified with a network structure, which
involves open dialogue networking. Finally, we might think that the
transformational leadership model approaches Women’s Leadership since
the ,,Four I's” relate to the characteristics classically attributed to women
and internalized through socialization, with which they feel more at ease
and which they develop in the workplace (Escapa & Martinez, 2010, p.
57). But if we understand that a stereotype is the biased image or idea
commonly accepted by a group or society, we will agree that it is possible
to change this stereotype, but this could take decades, maybe centuries.

As we can see, associating a given leadership style with women and another
with men is complicated because it can prove essentialism and could be
dangerous for equality, because the essentialism perpetuate unequal gender
stereotypes and does not provide an ethical approach to management. Yet
it is necessary to recognize the capacities that most women have to occupy
leadership posts in companies. Thus ethical management in companies
will promote a transformational-type leadership, which will open out to
effective equality between men and women in positions of leadership.
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Integrating the ethical perspective into business management can also be
a good way to include all the groups affected by companies’ activities in
dialog, where all the groups’ legitimate needs and claims must be considered.
This is also a good way forward to promote Women’s Leadership of a
more transformational ethics kind, one that is better connected with new
company demands, but always from an ethical perspective.

Conclusions

Globalization has brought about changes in the role that the State plays,
which can no longer control the actions that companies perform in other
countries. The law differs from one territory to another, but must never be
an excuse to ignore Human Rights. So companies must be self-governed,
based on universal moral principles, because they generate good social
values since they are an inextricable part of Civil Society (Conill, 2004).
Hence they should behave ethically and responsibly in all the actions
they carry out. Accordingly, we firmly believe that companies have the
moral responsibility to address the gender inequality problem, to create
more egalitarian forms of working, and to provide women with equal
employment opportunities in management posts.

In conclusion, it is necessary to integrate business ethics with a gender
perspective into all companies. In line with this, we can argue that the better
implemented ethics management is in these companies, the most likely
that women will be allowed to occupy managerial positions. First, if the
company becomes an active listener, it will realize that it must leave behind
a leadership model based on exclusive, aggressive values, and that it must
make way for a more ethical transformational leadership model. Second,
as a social institution, the company should be aware of the demands of
its Stakeholders, and should work on transforming exclusion-based social
structures. Hence it is the companys’ direct responsibility to facilitate access
of women to managerial positions without setting up barriers. We therefore
defend the hypothesis that the better ethical management implemened in
the company, the more likely it will be that work dynamics are based on
equality, to thus provide more women with access to managerial posts and
to the development of transformational models. Indeed, we conceive that
an ethical company is the most important key toward women becoming
transformational leaders.



942 Strategica 2014

References

Bass, B.M., and B.J. Avolio (1994a). Improving Organizational Effectiveness
Through Transformational Leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Publications.

Bass, B.M., and B.J. Avolio (1994b). Shatter the glass ceiling: woman may make
better managers. Human Resource Management, 33(4), 549-560.

Castells, M. (1999). La era de la informacion: economia, sociedad y cultura.
Madrid: Siglo XXI.

Conill, J. (2004). Horizontes de economia ética. Madrid: Tecnos.
Cortina, A. (1997). Ciudadanos del mundo. Madrid: Alianza.

Cortina, A. (2004). Etica de la empresa: no sélo responsabilidad social. X7V
Seminario Permanente de Etica Econdmica y Empresarial Fundacion
ETNOR, 14, 7-18.

Cortina, A. (2005). Etica de la empresa: claves para una nueva cultura
empresarial. Madrid: Trotta.

Cortina, A. (2007). Etica de la razén cordial: educar en la ciudadania en el siglo

XXI. Oviedo: Ediciones Nobel.

De Luis, P, et. al. (2008). Importancia de los stakeholders en las estrategias de
igualdad de oportunidades entre hombres y mujeres, 711 Congreso de
Economia Feminista, Instituto Andaluz de la Mujer.

El Tiempo (2014). Los nuevos liderazgos en las empresas del pais. Retrieved from
heep://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/ CMS-13579716.

European Comission (2010). A Womens Charter. A Strengthened Commitment
to Equality between Women and Men. Declaration by the European
Commission on the occasion of the 2010 International Women'’s Day.
Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/commission_20102014/president/
news/documents/pdf/20100305_1_en.pdf.

European Commission (2010). Strategy for equality between women and men
(2010-2015). Strategy adopted in September 2010. Retrieved from
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/strategy_equality_
women_men_en.pdf.

Escapa, R., and Martinez, L. (2010). Jo, directiva. A la feina iguals. Estratégies de
lideratge per a dones directives. Generalitat de Catalunya.

Fraser, N. (2000). ;Redistribucién o reconocimiento?: un debate politico-
filoséfico. Madrid: Morata.

Freeman, E. (1984). Strategic management. A Stakeholder Approach. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Garcia-Marzd, D. (1999). Mujer y entorno empresarial. Papeles de Etica,
Economia y Direccion, 4.



Maria MEDINA - VICENT 943

Garcfa-Marzs, D. (2004). Ftica empresarial: del didlogo a la confianza. Madrid:
Trotta.
Garcia-Marzd, D. (2007). Responsabilidad social de la empresa: una
aproximacién desde la ética empresarial. Veritas, 2(17), 183-204.
Gonzélez, E. (2007). La teorfa de los Stakeholders. Un puente para el desarrollo
préctico de la ética empresarial y de la responsabilidad social corporativa.
Veritas, 2(17), 205-224.

Gonzélez, E. (2012). El modelo de empresa plural desde el enfoque de los
stakeholders, Debats, 116(3), 71-80.

Habermas, J. (1985). Conciencia moral y accion comunicativa. Barcelona:

Edicions 62.

Habermas, J. (1989). Teoria de la accion comunicativa: complementos y estudios
previos. Madrid: Cétedra.

Habermas, J. (1999). La inclusion del otro: estudios de teoria politica. Barcelona:
Paidés.

Habermas, J. (2000). Aclaraciones a la ética del discurso. Madrid: Trotta.

Helgesen, S. (1993). La ventaja de ser mujer. Formas femeninas del liderazgo.
Buenos Aires: Vergara.

Instituto de la Mujer, Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad,
Gobierno de Espafia (2014). Plan Estratégico para la igualdad de
oportunidades 2014-2016. Retrieved from http://www.inmujer.gob.es/
actualidad/PEIO/docs/PEIO2014-2016.pdf.

Kaufmann, A. (1996). Tercer milenio y liderazgo femenino. In Nufio, L.
(Coord.), Mujeres: de lo privado a lo piiblico (pp. 177-186). Madrid:

Tecnos.

Loden, M. (1987). Direccién femenina. Cémo triunfar en los negocios sin actuar
como un hombre. Barcelona: Hispano Europea.

Millet, K. (2010). Politica sexual. Universitat de Valéncia: Cdtedra Instituto de la
Mujer.
Phillips, A. (2010). Gender and culture. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Ramos, A. (2005). Mujeres y liderazgo: una nueva forma de dirigir. Valencia:
PUV.

Rosener, J.B. (1990). Ways Women lead. Harvard Business Review, 68(6), 119-
125.



