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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores moral leadership in practice, in the context of Estonia by examining the 

lived experiences of six women leaders. Moral leadership has been theorised from a multitude 

of aspects. This study is focused on how the theory lines up with practice and explores if and 

how the intersectional identity of the leader, from the standpoint of gender, age and ethnicity 

impacts how the leaders think about morality, how they enact it and how their identity 

contributes to feelings of power or powerlessness in social context.  

 

The interviews are analysed by using intersectionality and narrative analysis as methods. From 

theory, social constructionism, intersectionality and moral leadership theory are applied to 

explain the findings.  

 

All in all, the thesis contributes to understanding how leadership is played out in social 

situations where individuals are players in complex worlds of hierarchy and influence. It helps 

to see how identity and cultural and societal context can impact moral leadership and thus 

advances our understanding of what it means to be a moral leader in real life.   
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Moral leadership in practice 

                                            Case study of Estonia 

It is typical with goal orientated systems, such as private organisations focused on profit for 

example, to engage in rationalizing behaviour and find “logical or socially-desirable motives 

for what people do so that they seem to have acted rightfully.”1 Such behaviour is found to 

apply to most unethical behaviours2 as a bad decision is explained away or labelled as inevitable 

to alleviate personal and organisational responsibility. Amidst this reality, how can 

organizations and governments encourage better behaviours and decisions? One answer is 

facilitating and encouraging individuals and organizations to provide true moral leadership.  

 

Being ethical as a leader and especially as a business leader can be hard. After all, to be a leader 

means that you must be elected as a leader and to be elected and re-elected means that you 

must deliver results – you must be effective in some way as defined by the organisation you 

lead. In this pursuit of leadership, morality and self-interest or perceived interest of the 

organisation can conflict. At such times, a leader must answer the question of why choose the 

moral path? It might not be possible to convince people that their self-interest is invalid, but 

rather, a moral leader will find other reasons for acting in a moral way as there is a connection 

between “acting morally and doing well.”3 

 

But what is morality in this context? Already in 1898 Frank Chapman Sharp, an American 

philosopher who was among the first philosophers who specialized in business ethics, found 

during his studies that there is no common ground on what is moral and what is not and initially 

it was thought to be because people do not have the knowledge to judge morality or are reckless 

in giving opinions, but he “eventually concluded that disagreements concerning morality 

surface because people adopt different personal ethical systems.”4 

 

Do these individual differences in personal moral philosophy influence other aspects of 

morality, including moral cognition, action, and effect? Although Hugh Hartshorne and Mark. 

 
1 Geva, A., 2006. A typology of moral problems in business: A framework for ethical management. Journal of business 

ethics, 69(2), p 142. 
2 Goodpaster, K. E.: 2004. ‘Ethics or Excellence? Con- science as a Check on the Unbalanced Pursuit of Organizational 

Goals’. Ivey Business Journal (March/ April), 1–8.  
3 Corvino, J., 2006. Reframing “morality pays”: Toward a better answer to “why be moral?” in business. Journal of business 

ethics, 67(1), pp.1-14. 
4 Forsyth, D.R., 1992. Judging the morality of business practices: The influence of personal moral philosophies. Journal of 

business Ethics, 11(5), pp.461-470. 
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A. May5, who conducted the first systematic investigation of children’s cheating, concluded 

that moral behaviour was more the product of the situation than the person, more recent models 

of moral phenomena advocate a transactional view of personality and behaviour. Norma Haan6, 

who did extensive studies on morality, argues that individuals’ moral behaviour varies because 

demands on a person vary across situations. Haan conveys that moral action is “informed and 

influenced by variations in contexts”7 and depends on a given person’s individual strategy 

when they face a moral dilemma.  

 

This, applied in the context of work, implies that leaders embody their moral philosophy and 

apply it to their environment, but that environment and larger culture of the workplace8 impacts 

them in return. Thus, I believe that leaders and their followers are paramount in creating and 

maintaining a workplace culture and when we better understand how they behave, we can 

design policies to enable better ethical decision making in our organizations. 

 

What does this mean in practice? What makes a leader moral in their view and how does a 

moral leader act? This is what will be explored in this thesis by looking at leaders of a certain 

gender in a specific cultural context. How do these leaders define effective moral leadership? 

How do they enact it and how does the personal background of a leader play into it?  

 

Aim and research questions  

 

The aim of the thesis is to explore the constructions of successful moral leadership by leaders 

active in a leadership role. The thesis will analyse the lived leadership experiences of women 

leaders in Estonia and how these women encompass and portray aspects of moral leadership. 

Moral leadership has been theorised from a multitude of perspectives, however how real live 

leaders enact their leadership and whether this falls in line with the moral leadership theory, is 

yet to be fully studied.  

 

 
5 Hartshorne, H. and May, M.A., 1928. Studies in the nature of character,[part] 1: Studies in deceit: book 1, General methods 

and results; book 2, Statistical methods and results. 
6 Haan, N., 1986. Systematic variability in the quality of moral action, as defined in two formulations. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 50(6), p.1271. 
7 Ibid p. 1282. 
8 Afroogh, S., Kazemi, S.A., Hajhosseini, F. and Alizadeh, A., 2021. Moral Sensitive Human Resource Development: A 

Conceptual Model and Its Implementation. International Journal of Business and Management, 16(6), p 8.  
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By talking to different leaders, I seek to uncover how gender and other identity markers affect 

the exercise of moral leadership in practice, in a particular context in terms of organization and 

followers. Such research would contribute to understanding how moral leadership takes place 

in social context and how different intersecting identities have an impact and are impacted by 

this context. This helps us understand what makes leaders act in a moral way or what constricts 

them in doing so. Analysing leadership in context highlights how leaders are not enacting 

leadership in a vacuum, but rather in complex social situations, which if made visible, can help 

leaders and their followers to take it into account and potentially make better moral decisions.  

 

The research questions are as follows:  

1. How is moral leadership understood by women in leadership positions in Estonia?  

2. How is moral leadership enacted by women in Estonia?  

3. How do these leaders make disadvantage and privilege present or absent in their 

narratives of moral leadership?  

 

These questions enable to explore how the leaders, not philosophers who study moral 

leadership, but real live leaders define moral leadership and how they enact it through their 

work and whether this falls in line with the theory. Including the disadvantage and privilege 

aspect helps explore the intersecting identities in the lives of leaders to uncover if and how 

aspects of their identity and that of their team members and of the organisation have an effect 

in their enactment of moral leadership.  

 

Contextual background  

 

Estonia is a small Central Eastern European country. It is important to classify Estonia as 

Central Eastern European when discussing gender in post-colonial context. 9  Eastern European 

women have been fitted under the same category as Western European white women in some 

research. However, researchers on Eastern European feminisms such as Redi Koobak have 

expressed through their research how the lived realities of Eastern and Western European 

women are considerably different and varied.10 Furthermore, it has been theorised how this 

geographical area of Central Eastern Europe, where Estonia belongs “continues to pose an 

 
9 Koobak, R., & Marling, R. (2014). The decolonial challenge: Framing post-socialist Central and Eastern Europe within 

transnational feminist studies. European Journal of Women’s Studies, 21(4), 330–343. 
10 Marling, Raili; Koobak, Redi (2017). Intersections of Feminisms and Neoliberalism: Post-State-Socialist Estonia in a 

Transnational Feminist Framework. Frontiers: A Journal of Women's Studies, 38 (3), 1−21.  
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intellectual challenge.”11 This region is “simultaneously unstable and bounded by the end of 

the Cold War, which was supposed to have done away with all the divisions between East and 

West, yet it continues to work to rectify these divisions. CEE remains something of a gap in 

feminist studies, if not entirely a non-place or non-region, where feminist movements and 

scholarship are still said to be in the process of emergence, often measured against the yardstick 

of Western histories and genealogies.”12 

  

From the moment of its independence in 1991 from the occupying regime and its communist 

system where all business was State controlled, Estonia’s politicians have worked hard to shed 

the country’s post-socialist image. They have done so by adopting a fiercely neoliberal ethos 

in the political and business sphere.13Most of this was done so Estonia could join European 

Union and NATO, a feat that was successful in 2004, but understandably, the history and its 

influences are still affecting people. 

 

Post-socialism in this regard is a very complex term and should be seen as a “contemporary 

historical condition” experienced from the standpoint of the specific realities introduced by the 

fall of the Soviet Union.14 There is no other moment in the history of Estonia with a similar 

magnitude and effect in the recent past and thus it has contributed immensely to how the 

Estonian people think and act today as despite the perceived success as a nation, the memories 

of the post-socialist past drum up certain cultural fears and truths.15 Values which characterised 

the time of new found independence were pursuit of self-interest, competitiveness, materialism 

and materialistic goals (profit, wealth, possessions), and undermined were concern for 

collectivist and universalist values (equality, solidarity, social altruism).16 Collective interest 

or collective good were terms associated with the Soviet regime and thus to be shed and 

avoided. The young politicians and businessmen who came to power in the 90s undertook 

drastic economic reforms and received the approval of Western countries in doing so. Estonia’s 

economic successes in turn helped to justify the rightness of this kind of neoliberalist ethos.17 

 

 
11 Koobak, R., & Marling, R. (2014). The decolonial challenge: Framing post-socialist Central and Eastern Europe within 

transnational feminist studies. European Journal of Women’s Studies, 21(4), p 335 
12 Ibid page 340 
13 Saarts T, “Neoliberalismist rahvusliberalismi“ Sirp, Detsmeber 5, 2014. 
14 Buck-Morss, Susan. “Theorizing Today: The Post-Soviet Condition.” Log, no. 11, 2008, p 27. 
15 Pajumets, Marion. 2012. “Post-Socialist Masculinities, Identity Work, and Social Change: An Analysis of Discursive 

(Re)constructions of Gender Identity in Novel Social Situations.” PhD dissertation, Tallinn University.  
16 Raudsepp, M., Tart, I., & Heinla, E. (2013). Post-Socialist Dynamics of Value Patterns in Estonia. Studies of Transition 

States and Societies, 5(2), 35-51.  
17 Ibid.  
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Neoliberalism as a governing principle influences all aspects of people’s lives, including 

leadership. Wendy Brown, a critic of neoliberalism developed by Michel Foucault, explores 

how this theory initially applied to economics, has now infiltrated all aspects of our lives and 

applies economic parameters to them such as “statecraft and the workplace, ... jurisprudence, 

education, culture, and a vast range of quotidian activity.”18 This has relevance to moral 

leadership in the context of work as it has resulted in rendering humans as market resource who 

must constantly be on alert to uphold their intrinsic value now and in the future by making 

investments to remain relevant. This is important to understand as it explains why our labour 

market, where leadership exists and is performed, is so unequal. Why some groups have 

systemic advantages over others and how these systems are upheld and reinforced. 

 

Raewyn Connell,19 a sociologist known for her work on hegemonic masculinity, adds to this 

criticism and explains that neoliberal theory and practice “was driven forward to create 

homogeneous business environments. Yet sociological theorists have also been sharply aware 

of difference.”20 She argues further that to create homogeneity, the society must be restructured 

and when this is done, inequality of the people is at its core. Thus, having an impact on who 

can become a leader and who must remain a follower and how that leader enacts their 

leadership to stay in power.  

 

The Estonian labour market exhibits some of the worst gender disparities in the European 

Union. Estonia has a gender pay gap of 21.1%21 (second highest in EU) and the highest gender 

segregation22 in the labour market. According to the statistics of Estonian Tax and Customs 

Board, Estonians receive the highest salary of their working careers at the age of 3923, after 

which there is a steady decline. As Estonia has the highest pay gap in Europe and mostly men 

hold senior (and best paid) management positions24, that decline impacts women worse than 

men. Especially women whose ethnic nationality is Russian, as they are the least engaged group 

 
18 Brown, W. (2015). Undoing the demos: neoliberalism stealth revolution. MIT Press, p 17.  
19 Connell, R. 1998. “Masculinities and Globalization.” Men and Masculinities 1(1): 3-23.  

—. 2013. “Why Do Market ‘Reforms’ Persistently Increase Inequality?” Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of 

Education 34(2): 279-85.  

—. 2014. “Global Tides: Market and Gender Dynamics on a World Scale”. Social Currents 1(1): 5-12.  
20 Connell, R., 2007. The northern theory of globalization. Sociological theory, 25(4), pp.368-385., page 372.  
21 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Gender_pay_gap_statistics, [accessed on 16.03.2022].  
22 Bettio, F., & Verashchagina, A. (2009). Gender segregation in the labour market. Root causes, implications and policy 

responses in the EU. European Commission’s Expert Group on Gender and Employment (EGGE). Luxembourg: 

Publications Office of the European Union.  
23 https://www.facebook.com/indrek.seppo/posts/4076031049120101 [accessed on 23.03.2022] 
24 https://novaator.err.ee/1065549/uuring-sooline-palgalohe-tekib-eestis-ettevotte-sees [accessed on 16.02.2022]  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Gender_pay_gap_statistics
https://www.facebook.com/indrek.seppo/posts/4076031049120101
https://novaator.err.ee/1065549/uuring-sooline-palgalohe-tekib-eestis-ettevotte-sees
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on the labour market.25 Ethnic nationality in this context is a term used by Statistics Estonia, 

the central agency responsible for gathering statistics, and the label is given by the person 

themselves as a person has the right to consider and mark themselves a member of an ethnic 

nationality who they feel to be most closely connected to ethnically and culturally.26 Ethnicity 

along the lines of Estonian – Russian is complex due to our history, as Estonia has been part of 

tsarist Russia and most recently Soviet Union and the people from two countries have travelled 

and settled on both sides of the border. However, people tend to have a strong connection to 

their identity along these lines of Estonian or Russian and label themselves as either or. There 

are some groups, for example children of Russian immigrants born and raised in Estonia, who 

have a hard time with these categories and fitting in to this either-or construction.  

 

Apart from ethnicity, it is important to look at gender. This is because according to Estonian 

gender theorists Marion Pajumets27 and Kaili Aavik28, gender is a major organiser in the 

Estonian society and plays a limiting and unjust role in many ways. Despite Estonia’s formal 

accession to the West and its plight to be like the Nordic countries, sexist stereotypes and toxic 

masculinities are reproduced and result in a labour market with the highest gender segregation 

in European Union, both in terms of sectors and professions.29 A number of key factors and 

reasons can be singled out from the voluminous literature on the subject and grouped as 

follows: comparative advantages; under-investment; preferences and prejudices; socialisation 

and stereotypes; entry barriers and organisational practices; differential income roles.30 A 2016 

population survey31 on gender equality found that men in Estonia typically work in collectives 

made up with mostly men and have a male manager. However, it is quite common among 

women to have a male manager (40 % of female workers), whereas for men, working for a 

female manager is still rare (14% of male workers). In addition, half of the men and two thirds 

of the women thought that men have better work and leadership opportunities in the labour 

market. 37% of people surveyed justified this by saying that men should have a better position 

 
25 https://tooturg.stat.ee/ [accessed on 03.03.2022] 
26 https://www.stat.ee/en/statistics-estonia/censuses/population-census-2021/2000-population-and-housing-

census/definitions#a_ethnic_nationality 
27 Pajumets, Marion. 2012. “Post-Socialist Masculinities, Identity Work, and Social Change: An Analysis of Discursive 

(Re)constructions of Gender Identity in Novel Social Situations.” PhD dissertation, Tallinn University. 
28 Aavik, K., 2015. Intersectional disadvantage and privilege in the Estonian labour market: an analysis of work narratives 

of Russian-speaking women and Estonian men. Tallinna Ülikool. 
29 Bettio, F., Verashchagina, A. (2009). Gender Segregation in the Labour Market: Root Causes, Implications and Policy 

Responses in the EU. European Commission Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 

Unit G1. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. 
30 Ibid p 38.  
31 https://enut.ee/files/soolise_vordoiguslikkuse_monitooringu_raport_2016.pdf [accessed on 16.03.2022].  

https://tooturg.stat.ee/
https://enut.ee/files/soolise_vordoiguslikkuse_monitooringu_raport_2016.pdf
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on the labour market because they are better leaders due to their gender and 36% of respondents 

thought that in case of lack of jobs, men should be preferred over women.  

 

When it comes to values Estonian leaders convey, a survey done in 2001 where Estonian 

business leaders and their teams were interviewed uncovered that for Estonian leaders the most 

important value was ensuring the company's success through customer satisfaction, the 

development of employees' professionalism, the quality of products and services, and the 

creation of a long-term competitive advantage. To ensure success in the short term, the 

profitability of the company was deemed important. Values such as the economic well-being 

of the whole nation, the well-being of local society, minorities and women were considered 

insignificant. Furthermore, issues related to morals and religion were not deemed important at 

all when making leadership decisions.32 

 

However, as people do not operate in isolation, globalization and being part of competitive 

worldwide value chains and international laws and regulations are pushing all leaders to be 

more socially responsible. On a global level, there is a trend for “more morality” through calls 

for sustainable development for example and organizations cannot be seen as profiting from 

child labour or environmentally unsustainable production mechanisms.33 Thus, Estonian 

leaders are forced to contend with such moral issues, even if they do not wish to do so.  

 

Previous research and research gap  

 

Leaders are set in different leadership realities in terms of organizations, cultures and politics 

and there is a gap in our understandings of how these experiences shape their leadership 

behaviours.34 Thus, by studying the different intersecting identities and lived realities of moral 

leaders I can explore how it impacts their lived (leadership) experience and perhaps discover 

if some identity markers pose a challenge to becoming a moral leader or acting as one in some 

contexts. 

 

 
32 https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/50925408/ruth-alas-eesti-juhtide-vaartused, [accessed on 16.03.2022].   
33 Dunning, J.H., 2004. The moral imperatives of global capitalism: an overview. 
34 Aaron, T.S., 2020. Black women: Perceptions and enactments of leadership. Journal of School Leadership, 30(2), pp.147.  

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/50925408/ruth-alas-eesti-juhtide-vaartused
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Nicholas Emler, a researcher of moral development (including the development of moral 

judgments, has highlighted that real life leadership takes place in “real-world social 

organizations”35 but he does not delve deep into the subject and points out that: 

 

“most of what we know about moral character is based on studies of individuals as independent 

social actors; we know almost nothing about variations in moral competence in the exercise of 

leadership. That is, if leadership entails moral challenges not experienced by individuals as 

autonomous actors, then ideally we should study people actually functioning in leadership 

positions—and this has not yet been done.”36  

 

Thus, accepting this argument we see that there is a research gap, as much of the current study 

and theory on moral leadership rests on study of individuals as autonomous actors operating in 

a vacuum but not their lived realities of leadership or real live context of where they exercise 

such leadership. This is evidenced by for example the work done by Rachel A. Breslin, Sheela 

Pandey and Norma M. Riccucci,37 who reviewed public leadership research and discovered a 

stark “lack of attention to the processes that produce and maintain inequality for multiply 

marginalized groups as well as the biases and stereotypes that characterize their unique 

experiences and challenges as public leaders.”38  

 

I will be looking at the different and various identity categories any given leader may embody 

and aim to analyse the impact of these intersections. Intersectionality as an institutionalized 

theory started with black feminism and its critique of mainstream white feminism, which 

perpetuated that only gender as a category is important. Intersectionality began in the late 1980s 

and most texts on it refer to the American lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw. Crenshaw39and Collins 

were the founders who coined the term and put intersectionality on the mainstream map. 

Crenshaw focused on the lives of black women and revealed that the experience of being a 

black woman cannot be described through the experiences of white women (who experienced 

sexism) and black men (who experienced racism), but that the experiences of being and living 

as a black woman lie in the intersections between the two. She claimed that “white feminists 

 
35 Emler, N. (2019). Seven moral challenges of leadership. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 71(1), 

page 32.  
36 Ibid, page 42.  
37 Breslin, R.A., Pandey, S. and Riccucci, N.M., 2017. Intersectionality in public leadership research: A review and future 

research agenda. Review of Public Personnel Administration, 37(2), pp.160-182. 
38 Ibid p 170. 
39 K, Crenshaw, Demarginalising the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 

Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics, The University of Chicago Legal Forum, (1), 1989. 
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excluded black women from the feminist movement by setting a white, middle-class agenda 

and how, at the same time, black women were not fully recognized within the anti-racist 

movement because of a male bias.”40 This idea is fundamental in intersectionality theory – 

identity as a process or a kaleidoscope – „collective exclusion and belonging in relationship to 

other groups whose borders are permeable and fluid.”41  

 

Intersectionality has helped to evolve feminism and enables to understand how for some groups 

of women, the problems they withstand are not only because they face sexism but also because 

they are older, working class, non-white, non-cis etc. Intersectionality elaborates how these 

experiences are complex and multifaceted and must be approached as such. Intersectionality 

commands in essence to ask the other question, which is not so obvious: “When I see something 

that looks racist, I ask, Where is the patriarchy in this? When I see something that looks sexist, 

I ask, Where is the heterosexism in this? When I see something that looks homophobic, I ask, 

Where are the class interests in this?.”42 Thus, it enables people to look for obvious and hidden 

relationships of domination and coercion and “helping us to realize that no form of 

subordination ever stands alone.”43 

 

Another tenant of intersectionality is that it recognises that a person can experience oppression 

and privilege simultaneously, depending on the different group identities one harbours, you 

may experience advantage because of some (e.g. because you are white) but disadvantage 

because of others (e.g. because you are a woman).44 For example, Wendy Smooth45 argued that 

in the “larger scheme of things, women leaders by virtue of their authority and power, are 

privileged individuals. However, these women do experience marginalization as, despite the 

power they hold, they are often beholden to the trappings of marginalisation within their 

organisations”.46 In another study of black leaders it was found that the attempts of a black 

 
40 Carbin, Maria and Sara Edenheim. 2013. The Intersectional Turn in Feminist Theory: A Dream of a Common Language? 

European Journal of Women Studies. 20(3), 2013, page 234.  
41 C. Levine-Rasky, Intersectionality theory applied to whiteness and middle-classness, Social Identities, 17(2), 2011, page 

242.  
42 Matsuda, Maria. Beside my Sister, Facing the Enemy: Legal Theory out of Coalition. - Stanford Law Review 43(6), 1991, 

page 1189.  
43 Ibid, page 1189.  
44 Moorosi, P., Fuller, K. and Reilly, E., 2018. Leadership and intersectionality: Constructions of successful leadership 

among Black women school principals in three different contexts. Management in Education, 32(4), p 153.  
45 Berger, M.T. and Guidroz, K. eds., 2010. The intersectional approach: Transforming the academy through race, class, 

and gender. Univ of North Carolina Press. 
46 Moorosi, P., Fuller, K. and Reilly, E., 2018. Leadership and intersectionality: Constructions of successful leadership 

among Black women school principals in three different contexts. Management in Education, 32(4), p 153. 
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leader to practice leadership were “informed by intersecting power dynamics of race, gender, 

sexuality, age and class that subordinated him to white power.”47 

 

When it comes to leadership “white masculinity has stood as the leadership norm and 

exemplar”48 until gender and race theorists, started questioning its invisible dominance and 

naturalisation. However, still, it can be argued, that mainstream leadership theories approach 

and reinforce the assumption of a “universal white male subject”49 in the systems of power and 

leadership. Leaders who do not look or act like a white man, can experience struggles in 

persuading others and sometimes even themselves of their legitimacy as leaders50 and their 

careers can suffer because of this. Some of these studies show that a coping mechanism of a 

non-white non-male leader can be to take measures to make their white male managers and 

peers to be more comfortable around them by adopting behaviour norms which are deemed 

more congruent with the white male manager behaviour51 and “suppressing their deviance from 

the white masculinist norms of leadership.”52 For example, non-white leaders can be seen to 

manage their identities by ensuring that their hairstyle is that of white people or avoiding any 

clothing which seem “ethnic”. At the same time, some women leaders have said in interviews 

that they do the opposite and play up their feminine traits by dressing in colourful pink clothes 

for example53 at meetings to further emphasize that ultimate power rests in the hands of a 

woman. This is but one example of an empowerment strategy.  

 

However, with such examples, it is important to study the others’ reactions as well. After all, 

followers, and others in a leader’s sphere of influence are not “homogenous blank slates who 

statically sit within organisational hierarchies. They are dynamic, socially constructed 

subjectivities that may accede or resist leadership.”54 

 

 
47 Liu, H., 2019. Just the servant: An intersectional critique of servant leadership. Journal of Business Ethics, 156(4), p 1099.  
48 Ibid.  
49 Ibid.  
50 Eagly, A.H. and Chin, J.L., 2010. Diversity and leadership in a changing world. American psychologist, 65(3), p.216. 
51 Jean- Marie et al. 2009; Ospina and Foldy 2009; Richardson and Loubier 2008; Sanchez-Hucles and Davis 2010; Von 

Wahl 2011 
52 Kamenou, N., Netto, G. and Fearfull, A., 2013. Ethnic Minority Women in the S cottish Labour Market: Employers' 

Perceptions. British Journal of Management, 24(3), pp.398-413 and Carli, L.L. and Eagly, A.H., 2007. Overcoming 

resistance to women leaders: The importance of leadership style. In Women and leadership: The state of play and strategies 

for change(pp. 127-148). Jossey-Bass. 
53 https://www.aripaev.ee/saated/2022/01/28/tippjuht-kai-realo-edu-valem-karmidel-koosolekutel-kannan-roosat, [accessed 

on 20.03.2022]  
54 Liu, H., 2019. Just the servant: An intersectional critique of servant leadership. Journal of Business Ethics, 156(4), p 1099.  

https://www.aripaev.ee/saated/2022/01/28/tippjuht-kai-realo-edu-valem-karmidel-koosolekutel-kannan-roosat
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Furthermore, it has been theorised that work itself is based on an underlying assumption that 

leaders who are people of colour or women are disadvantaged, because they are not perceived 

as “legitimate” and the followers may be reluctant to authorise such people as leaders or they 

challenge their leadership in a way that white male leadership is not. 55 One study of indigenous 

women leaders found that they feel “marginalized and tokenized […] believing that others were 

“waiting for me to make a mistake.”56 Another study of black and Hispanic executives showed 

that even though they were able to obtain a leadership position, it took them many more years 

of experience compared to white men before they were able to do so.57 

 

There has been an overall lack of focus on women in leadership studies, whereas men in 

leadership positions have been studied rather extensively, but “women have been historically 

neglected in this area of research and theory development.”58 This is perhaps not a surprise 

“considering that women have generally been excluded from positions of leadership for much 

of recorded history.”59 Therefore, much of leadership theory and research has been focused on 

the white male perspective, which have then in turn been without criticism applied to all groups 

as a universal standard of leadership. Given the growing status of women and minorities in the 

workforce and in leadership positions, it is becoming increasingly important to create and 

identify research that acknowledges their variant experiences.60 

 

In this thesis I plan to do exactly that by combining intersectionality and moral leadership, 

which allows me to explore how individual characteristics and identities effect leadership 

enactment and how and why people take up and exercise moral leadership. In addition, it allows 

to uncover how identity, cultural and social context become a personal resource or inhibitor to 

moral leadership in certain settings. Such research can only advance the study of moral 

leadership.  

 
55 Ospina, S. and Foldy, E., 2009. A critical review of race and ethnicity in the leadership literature: Surfacing context, 

power and the collective dimensions of leadership. The leadership quarterly, 20(6), pp.879. 
56 Ibid p 880.  
57 Collins, S.M., 1993. Blacks on the bubble: The vulnerability of Black executives in White corporations. The Sociological 

Quarterly, 34(3), pp.429-447. 
58 Natasha N. Johnson & Janice B. Fournillier (2021): Intersectionality and leadership in context: Examining the intricate 

paths of four black women in educational leadership in the United States, International Journal of Leadership in Education, p 

5.  
59 Ibid p 4.  
60 Ibid.  
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Research methods  

 

Feminist methodology (intersectionality as a methodological approach)  

 

For method I plan to apply intersectionality as a methodological approach.61 As a 

methodological tool, intersectionality can be used to “capture the complexity in social life.”62 

With intersectionality we can explore the complex nuances of social life at play in any given 

location, community and person. Intersectionality is appealing as “with each new intersection, 

new connections emerge and previously hidden exclusions come to light. […] Intersectionality 

offers endless opportunities for interrogating one’s own blind spots and transforming them into 

analytic resources for further critical analysis.”63 

 

Hence, intersectionality helps to overcome the unitary approach leadership studies has been 

criticised for as it enables to treat different leaders as different people who are not the same 

hegemonic person due to their leadership role. Applied thusly, it is a tool for empowerment as 

it can help us understand the different biases and stereotypes, which may be at play in 

leadership enactment practices.  

 

Intersectionality allows to pay attention to ways in which there are multiple socially constructed 

categories at play in any given person and the ways in which these different categories intersect, 

help produce experiences of privilege or disadvantage for groups who share one set of 

categories or another. In addition, it allows to highlight specific details in our social 

interaction64, that are overlooked or missed by some as they are so ingrained in our realities 

and/or dominant position that we hardly question them – like a white person rarely considers 

their race. Therefore, intersectionality is used to name complex systems of direct and indirect 

dominance, which influence the outcomes and structural realities of power imbalances – why 

some groups are on top of the hierarchy and seem to stay there and others are not. At times, 

 
61 Haynes C, Joseph NM, Patton LD, Stewart S, Allen EL. Toward an Understanding of Intersectionality Methodology: A 

30-Year Literature Synthesis of Black Women’s Experiences in Higher Education. Review of Educational Research. 

2020;90(6):751-787.  
62 Carbin, Maria and Sara Edenheim. 2013. The Intersectional Turn in Feminist Theory: A Dream of a Common Language? 

European Journal of Women Studies. 20(3), 2013, page 235.  
63 Lewis, Gail. Unsafe Travel: Experiencing Intersectionality and Feminist Displacements. Signs, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2013, 

Intersectionality: Theorizing Power, Empowering Theory. (Summer 2013), page 870.  
64 MacKinnon, C.A., 2013. Intersectionality as method: A note. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 38(4), 

pp.1019-1030. 
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doing intersectional analysis can mean bringing the seemingly mundane or everyday65 to light 

– for example, a poor leadership decision which results in environmental damage is not just an 

immoral decision in relation to nature, but one which has an overwhelming effect on certain 

communities and people, whereas some people are left unscathed. Thus, intersectionality when 

applied to leadership can show how certain people and their lives are seemingly more 

disposable than others and this demonstrate systems of inequality in our society.  

 

Furthermore, intersectionality forces the researcher to uncover their own biases by looking at 

their intersectional identity and situated knowledge. By giving thought to who you are and why 

you are doing what you are doing and how the latter is influenced by the former, we can try to 

eliminate some subjective assumptions a researcher may have. Intersectionality can help the 

researcher to understand the different inequalities in play and see how the researchers’ own 

beliefs about moral leadership are socially constructed and racialized or sexist.66  

 

Narrative analysis  

 

I will combine intersectionality with narrative analysis. Narrative analysis67 is a part of 

qualitative research and enables to analyse data collected from interviews and review, compare, 

and contrast them in turn.  

 

It permits to use stories68 as a way of making sense of the experience these women leaders have 

and it is therefore a valid means of understanding the lived realities of people. Narrative 

analysis allows a researcher to “make more available the unstated, implicit understandings that 

underlie the stories people tell.”69  

 

The story of these leaders via narrative analysis becomes the object of study and focus is on 

how these individual women in leadership positions make sense of events and actions in their 

lives. The benefit of storytelling is that the narratives convey various forms of tacit knowledge 

 
65 Ibid  
66 Carbin, Maria and Sara Edenheim. 2013. The Intersectional Turn in Feminist Theory: A Dream of a Common Language? 

European Journal of Women Studies. 20(3), 2013, page 242.  
67 Oliver, K.L., 1998. A journey into narrative analysis: A methodology for discovering meanings. Journal of Teaching in 

physical Education, 17(2), pp.244-259. 
68 McCance, T.V., McKenna, H.P. and Boore, J.R., 2001. Exploring caring using narrative methodology: an analysis of the 

approach. Journal of advanced nursing, 33(3), pp.350-356 
69 Feldman, M.S., Sköldberg, K., Brown, R.N. and Horner, D., 2004. Making sense of stories: A rhetorical approach to 

narrative analysis. Journal of public administration research and theory, 14(2), pp.147-170. 
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and thus enable sense making, and therefore construct identity.70 Overall, this method of 

research allows women’s experiences to be explored in their individual contexts71 and thus 

gives an active voice to their lived experiences.  

 

This is achieved by noticing certain themes and patterns emerge in the interviews by reading, 

re-reading, and analysing the text. Then, I can compare the findings with other research on 

moral leadership and find a theory, which can explain the narrative findings. Narrative analysis 

helps to understand the subject at hand better, on a deeper level and to try to understand why 

people act in a certain way.  

 

Material  

 

To apply the theory, I interviewed six Estonian women leaders with a set of semi-structured 

interview questions, which allowed personal narratives to emerge. The interviews took place 

face-to-face but in a digital setting. All the women hold a leadership position in their current 

organisation. They were chosen by using a snowball method, where I contacted two women, I 

know at first who then recommended others to interview. All interviews were then recorded 

and transcribed in Estonian and translated to English for this thesis by me.  

 

In order to find the women for my interviews I put out calls amongst friends and friends of 

friends regarding who might be interested to contribute to my thesis topic. Out of the women 

who answered the call and were interested I chose those who I thought provided a good mix of 

different ages, sectors, professions, and ethnic nationalities. The number of interviews I 

decided upon after reading and re-reading each interview as I completed it and after the last 

one, deciding that I had enough material to analyse. The interviews themselves were one hour 

in length each and conducted over the phone via videoconferencing tools as it was still the time 

of the covid pandemic.  

 

The women I ended up interviewing were aged 25 to 55 and worked in different areas of the 

country, some in the capital and two outside.  

 

 
70 Mitchell, M.C. and Egudo, M., 2003. A review of narrative methodology. 
71 Linabary, J., Hamel A., Stephanie A. (2017) Feminist Online Interviewing: Engaging Issues of Power, Resistance and 

Reflexivity in Practice In: Feminist Review, Volume 115 (1), p 99.   
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Leader A is an HR manager in a start-up company. 

Leader B is the head of a legal department in a public sector institution.  

Leader C is the head of a private company in which she is also the owner.  

Leader D is a CFO in a large private company in the financial sector.  

Leader E is leading a department in a non-profit organization, which represents companies of 

a certain sector.  

Leader F is the deputy head of a public sector institution.  

 

This material of course, carries with itself many challenges. First, the as the number of 

interviews is relatively small, no over-arching conclusions or generalisations can be made. 

Second, as the women I interviewed were mostly my acquaintances or friends of friends, this 

may impact on how and what they decided to share with me regarding moral leadership and 

their leadership style. Third, interviewing via a videoconference can hinder the relationship of 

interviewer- interviewee as there is a physical barrier between the two people so the interviews 

perhaps were not as open and natural as they might have been with us physically present.  

 

Ethical considerations  

 

From an ethical point of view, I have applied and followed the good research practice of 

Sweden by the Swedish Research Council. I have anonymized the interview subjects in way 

that they cannot be recognised by a reader. In addition, it was explained to them that they can 

withdraw from participating in this thesis at any point before submission. The data gained from 

the interviews was stored on a dedicated USB and used on a personal laptop, protected with a 

password to ensure safe storing and handling of sensitive data.  

 

In terms of ethical issues, I was aware of the power balance between the interviewer (me) and 

the interviewees. In addition, I had to be aware that my preconceived notions and understanding 

of the topic I explore would not influence unduly how my interviewees tell their stories. I can 

counter this power imbalance by allowing the women I interview to take as much control as 

possible, e.g., if I feel there is resistance to answer any of my questions, I will not push them 

and offer as much explanation to them regarding how and what I do as they wish. I want them 

to feel empowered and in control after I interview them.  
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Interviewing as a method is great because it enables participants to challenge the power and 

standpoint of the interviewer/researcher.72 When studying a sensitive topic, it is important to 

create an atmosphere of trust to minimise any potential threats to participants.73 Interviewees 

can use their own words to describe their experience, thus allowing their reality to come 

through. Of course, the power of the interviewer still stands as I can choose which quotes and 

perspectives to include in the final work but combining the interviews with reflections of my 

own standpoint and potential hidden biases, the final work can be a collective effort of the 

interviewer and interviewees.  

 

Theory  

 

Social constructionism  

 

I use social constructionism as my theoretical framework, which implies that knowledge and 

reality is produced in a social context by individuals and groups through language and 

behaviour.74 It means that our experiences and knowledge about leadership, gender and other 

concepts introduced in this paper are not neutral, are not things or objects which exist 

independently of us as people.75 Rather, we have shaped these notions, needs, values, interests 

and concepts and are in turn shaped by them in a flux of contact social interactions in the 

present form. This means that gender for example and age are not just biologically given 

notions, but when it comes to using these as a category of differentiation and marginalization 

for people, these categories are socially constructed. We as individuals and groups have given 

meaning to what it is to be a woman and what it means to be a woman of a certain age, what 

stereotypes and assumptions are associated with each such category.  

 

By applying social constructionism to the study of lives and experiences of individuals, we can 

uncover how women in leadership positions in Estonia make sense of their position in their 

own words, how do they construct their leadership experience and their gender experience 

among other things and by looking at the “structural mechanism and institutional arrangements 

 
72 Harding, S. (2004), Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and Political Controversies Routledge, p 10.   
73 Jyrkinen, M. Women managers, careers and gendered ageism. Scandinavian Journal of Management, Volume 30, Issue 2, 

2014, page 178.  
74 Gergen, K.J., 2001. Social construction in context. Sage. 
75 Boghossian, P., 2001. What is social construction?. TLS. 
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that shape these experiences on the other hand.” 76 By taking into account their contextual 

background in which their lives unfold, we acknowledge the social construction of the lived 

experiences of these women, and this provides a deeper understanding of both structural and 

political intersectionality77 as it enables to see how these women have experienced 

intersectionality.  

 

Social construction of gender  

 

In Estonia, I would argue the two most prominent ways to classify humans are gender78 and 

the Estonian-Russian ethnic nationality. According to the Estonian Statistics information, one 

third of people living Estonia define themselves as Russian ethnic nationals.79 Külliki Korts 

and Triin Vihalemm, researchers of identities in Estonia have discovered that “ethnic and local 

identity are important to people, and in the case of Russian-speakers, also broader civil 

identity” and they use the category name “Estonian Russian” to describe themselves.80 

However, this category will not be the primary focus of this study as Kadri Aavik has explored 

the situation of Russian speaking women at length in her doctoral thesis.81 

 

Gender in social constructionist paradigm is one of the foundations of society and gives 

meaning to our experiences in our social interaction and informs the basis of systemic treatment 

of women. It is something we do, not something that is per se and just like culture, is a human 

production which is upheld by everyone constantly “doing gender.”82 

 

With social constructionism we can bring things related to gender that people perhaps do not 

even think about consciously and on the everyday and which are considered as standard or bred 

into our genes to light and uncover the lived realities of men and women who co-exist in these 

systems. This perspective does not mean that women are automatically compared with men 

rather “gender categories (female-male, feminine-masculine, girls-boys, women-men) are 

 
76 Moorosi, P., Fuller, K. and Reilly, E., 2018. Leadership and intersectionality: Constructions of successful leadership 

among Black women school principals in three different contexts. Management in Education, 32(4), p 154.  
77 Jordan-Zachery, J.S., 2007. Am I a black woman or a woman who is black? A few thoughts on the meaning of 

intersectionality. Politics & Gender, 3(2), page 261. 
78 Lorber, J.E. and Farrell, S.A., 1991. The social construction of gender. Sage Publications, Inc. 
79 https://www.stat.ee/et/avasta-statistikat/valdkonnad/rahvastik/rahvaarv  
80 Korts, K. and Vihalemm, T., 2008. Rahvustevahelised suhted, kontaktid ja meie-tunne. Interethnic relations, contacts and 

us-feeling]. Integratsiooni Monitooring. 
81 Aavik, K. and Ubakivi-Hadachi, P., 2018. RESPONDING TO ETHNICITY-BASED STIGMATISATION: THE CASE 

OF RUSSIAN-SPEAKING WOMEN IN ESTONIA. Trames: A Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences, 22(1), 

pp.25-44. 
82 Lorber, J., 1994. The social construction of gender. Reconstructing gender: A multicultural anthology, pp.96-103, p 102.  

https://www.stat.ee/et/avasta-statistikat/valdkonnad/rahvastik/rahvaarv
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analysed to see how different social groups define them, and how they” construct and maintain 

them in everyday life and in major social institutions, such as the family and the economy.”83 

What it means to be a man, or a woman depends very much on the historical and cultural 

context we are in. After all, gender norms have changed throughout history, but they have 

always been there and have been used in most if not all cultures as a way to divide people. 

Mostly these two categories have also been used as relational and oppositional – female vs the 

male, masculine vs the feminine.  

 

When we look at the macro level, gender is prescribed into our institutions and practices. 

Therefore, Joan Acker84 for example considers organisations and their practices as gendered. 

Organizations are divided across subordination and hierarchy lines as well as job titles, 

positions, wages, and power in general. Managers, who are part of the same society and gender 

construction as we all, make decisions based on conscious and unconscious biases and 

perceptions that they have on gender, which can re-create or alter these patterns. For example, 

even though job segregation based on gender is illegal, managers who think that men are better 

suited for some jobs may still act and make decisions in a way that inhibits women from taking 

up these jobs.85 

  

Understanding the construction of gender in an organizational context is important, as my 

interviews and insights are based on understanding ways in which our construction of gender 

and gendered institutional norms impact women who are in leadership positions. These women 

are in turn in a position to resist or reproduce these social constructions in everyday micro 

interactions with their team and everyone else in their sphere of influence.86 

 

These insights are important as the analysis part of this work will focus on how gender and age 

of a leader and other social categories affect the way our leaders enact leadership. I rely on 

these concepts to make sense of what the leaders tell me and in which context they are coming 

from and if and how the leaders themselves uphold and reproduce socially constructed gender 

norms. After all, we spend so much of our lives at work and a leadership role is one of privilege 

 
83 Ibid, abstract.  
84 Acker, J., 1992. Gendering organizational theory. Classics of organizational theory, 6, pp.450-459. 
85 Dainty, A.R. and Lingard, H., 2006. Indirect discrimination in construction organizations and the impact on women’s 

careers. Journal of management in engineering, 22(3), pp.108-118. 
86 Wilson, J.Z., Marks, G., Noone, L. and Hamilton‐Mackenzie, J., 2010. Retaining a foothold on the slippery paths of 

academia: University women, indirect discrimination, and the academic marketplace. Gender and education, 22(5), pp.535-

545 and Basford, T.E., Offermann, L.R. and Behrend, T.S., 2014. Do you see what I see? Perceptions of gender 

microaggressions in the workplace. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 38(3), pp.340-349. 
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and power, which gives people an opportunity to resist or reproduce these notions. Power 

exchanges in essence do not only take place on the top level in organizations, but power is 

enacted and sustained in everyday micro settings where social order is produced and 

maintained.87 

  

In this regard leaders and followers alike are active agents with agency, who are influenced by 

these societal norms, but at the same time, have an influence on them in creating and recreating 

gender identities as they actively choose to engage in certain discourses of masculinity and/or 

femininity. Agency in this context is explored through embodiment. The theoretical approach 

of embodiment88 enables to analyse the embodied agency of women within social structures 

and as “agents within a context of social, cultural and political change.”89 Agency can be 

understood as “the capacity to act according to the exigencies of the specific socio-cultural 

context.”90 This method supports the analysis of women’s narratives of the body within the 

specific space and explores how they negotiate conflicts and perform resistance.91 Combining 

this with social constructionist approach is useful as social construction is the understanding 

that people and their environment are in constant dialogue and interaction within their social 

time whereby, they influence one another and develop their understanding of different concepts 

(e.g. gender, age) and that these concepts become embedded in the roles the people play within 

their social contexts. This process creates meaning, reality, and knowledge about that reality.92 

 

Overall, all these social constructions are used to create some sort of boundaries for people and 

set them in a hierarchy, which produces privilege and power for some, and not for others. 

Hence, social categorization is a political and structural force that that involves the production 

of social inequalities. Furthermore, these social inequalities promote the practice of othering 

and “support the perceptions of superiority and inferiority based on stratification. Thereby, the 

grouping of individuals based on social categorizations profoundly affects their social, 

 
87 Dennis, A. and Martin, P.J., 2005. Symbolic interactionism and the concept of power. The British journal of 

sociology, 56(2), page 207.  
88 Heinämaa, S. Sex, Gender and Embodiment. Published in The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Phenomenology, ed. 

Dan Zahavi, Oxford University Press, 2012, pp.216–242. 
89 Malmström, M.(2012). Gender, agency, and embodiment theories in relation to space. Égypte/Monde arabe, pages 21-35. 
90 Ibid.   
91 Witz, A. (1999). Embodiment, organisation and gender. In: Goldmann, Monika (Hg): Rationalisation, organisation, 

gender. Dortmund: Sozialforschungstelle, S., pages 56-64. 
92 Berger, P.L and Luckmann T. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in The Sociology of Knowledge. Gardne City, 

New York, 1966 Anchor Books.  Burr, V. An Introduction to Social Constructionism. Journal of French and Francophone 

Philosophy; Vol 7, No 3 (1995); 267-267. Cohen, L. & Dubeley, J. & Mallon, M. Social Constructionism in the Study of 

Career: Accessing the Parts That Other Approaches Cannot Reach. Journal of Vocational Behavior. Volume 64. 2004, 

pages 407-422. 
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political, and economic existence.”93 This means that not everyone has equal chance of 

becoming a leader and there are constraints when enacting leadership.  

 

Social construction of age  

 

Age is an interesting category. Compared to other identity markers, such as race or gender, age 

is a social category which we all share at different stages of our lives.94 During our lives most 

of us will transcend from one age group to the next, from children to young adults to “old” 

people. This does not happen with race for example, as we do not change our race during our 

lives. Of course, implications of our race can change depending where one lives. In addition to 

chronological age, we have biological age, psychological or subjective age and social and 

functional age.95 How we perceive others’ age depends very much on our own age as well. 

When we notice someone’s age we mostly notice “how they look and how this changes, 

physical energy and social roles.”96 It has been found that the perceived differences between 

generations for example are not because of age itself but because we believe that people in 

different age groups have different characteristics.97 Therefore, age as a perceived category 

stands on many stereotypes.  

 

Age is especially important in employment and plays a role in our career trajectories and 

leadership roles. Social perceptions of age, when someone is “too” young or old, influences 

employee retention and hiring. Depending on the demographic make-up of the society, this can 

create a mismatch between outdated expectations and new economic and demographic 

realities, as well as shifts in the goals, values, and preferences of individuals.98 Looking at 

our aging populations, it is increasingly relevant what we think and how we engage with our 

older people.  

 

When it comes to age, older people in the Western culture are considered to have bad health, 

dependence on other people, social isolation, senility, asexuality and reduced physical 

 
93 Aaron, T.S., 2020. Black women: Perceptions and enactments of leadership. Journal of School Leadership, 30(2), p 150.  
94 Phillipson, C. and Thompson, N., 1996. The social construction of old age. New perspectives on the theory and practice of 

social work with older people. In R. Bland (Ed.), Developing services for older people and their families, 29, pp.13-25. 
95 

https://www.tlu.ee/sites/default/files/Instituudid/%C3%9CTI/EDK/PDF%20failid/11%20Diskrimineerimine%20vanuse%20

alusel%20Tambaum.pdf, [accessed on 16.03.2022].  
96 Ibid p 216  
97 Nelson TD. (ed) (2005). Ageism. Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  
98 Mortimer, J.T. and Moen, P., 2016. The changing social construction of age and the life course: Precarious identity and 

enactment of “early” and “encore” Stages of Adulthood. In Handbook of the life course (pp. 111-129). Springer, Cham. 

https://www.tlu.ee/sites/default/files/Instituudid/%C3%9CTI/EDK/PDF%20failid/11%20Diskrimineerimine%20vanuse%20alusel%20Tambaum.pdf
https://www.tlu.ee/sites/default/files/Instituudid/%C3%9CTI/EDK/PDF%20failid/11%20Diskrimineerimine%20vanuse%20alusel%20Tambaum.pdf
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activity.99 In addition, old people are sometimes considered not suitable for employment as 

they are deemed to be stupid, incompetent, and incapable of learning new things.100 However, 

not just older people are faced with stereotypes and discrimination. This happens to young 

people, people of childbearing age and people of any age.  

 

It has been found that older people with good health and high satisfaction with their life, feel 

least discriminated on the labour market. This can be explained in two ways. Either these 

people simply do not feel influenced (or do not let themselves be influenced) by the 

discriminatory environment or that such people are simply not as much discriminated against 

than people with ill health and low life satisfaction.  

 

Leadership theory  

 

When it comes to moral leadership, it is important to first define the concepts so that it is 

understood what it is that we are talking about. Analysis of leadership, particularly moral 

leadership, is made difficult by the fact that there is “no consensus on what exactly it means.”101 

Joseph Rost collected 221 definitions of leadership and having analysed them all, concluded 

that all definitions “say basically the same thing – leadership is about one person getting other 

people to do something. Where the definitions differ was in how leaders got other followers to 

act and how leaders came up with the something that was to be done.”102 

 

When it comes to popular non-fiction, leadership can mean anything from management to 

status, power etc., however different theorists tend to distinguish between these concepts. What 

is clear is that leadership is not set in a vacuum, it requires a relationship between different 

individuals. Also, leadership and moral leadership is as much about power given by the 

role/title as it is about influence, soft power, to inspire others to certain kinds of actions.  

 

 
99 Clarke LH, Bennett EV, Liu C. (2014). Aging and masculinity: Portrayals in men’s magazines. Journal of Aging Studies 

31, pp 26–33. 
100 Wilinska M, Cedersund E. (2010). „Classic ageism” or „brutal economy”? – Old age and older people in the Polish 

media. Journal of Aging Studies 24, 4: 335–343 
101 Moral Leadership: The Theory and Practice of Power, Judgment and Policy, edited by Deborah L. Rhode, John Wiley & 

Sons, Incorporated, 2006. ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=261370, p 

4.  
102 Zimmerli, W.C., Richter, K. and Holzinger, M., 2007. Corporate ethics and corporate governance. Springer, The 

Importance of Leadership in Shaping Business Values
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Most contemporary writers on successful leadership generally refer to the need to achieve 

something more than financial success for there to be an element of success. A good leader 

builds a shared mission and to do that, it requires the leader “infusing employees day to day 

behaviour with long-run meaning and inspiring commitment to a “grand vision” about quality, 

service, and excellence.”103  

 

Leadership in the context of this thesis is defined as a position of power in an organizational 

hierarchy and as “a quality of the performance of incumbents in such positions.”104 This 

encompasses formal power and authority, which comes with a role or title that an individual 

has, and which comes from the rights given to this individual to make decisions, which impact 

the organization and the individuals inside and outside it in some form. A role can also have 

unofficial power, which comes when individuals exceed the hard power given to them with the 

specific role, but influence others through means of soft power, e.g., such as persuasion and 

flattery for example. Leadership is based on an assumption that social action is subject to 

hierarchical control: one individual coordinates and directs the actions of others. Positions of 

leadership are therefore intrinsic to social organization.105 

 

Morality 

 

Morality originates from Latin (mores), which means character, custom or habit and is largely 

interchangeable with the word ethics (Greek ethikos). In general, to be considered moral or 

ethical “is to display a commitment to right action … and compliance with law but also with 

generally accepted principles involving honesty, fair dealing, social responsibility, and so 

forth.”106 Another way to define morality is that is a set “of principles, rules, and standards of 

conduct that together function to support the survival of a culture.”107  

 

 
103 Moral Leadership: The Theory and Practice of Power, Judgment and Policy, edited by Deborah L. Rhode, John Wiley & 

Sons, Incorporated, 2006. ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=261370, p 
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104 Emler, N. (2019). Seven moral challenges of leadership. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 71(1), 

page 33. 
105 Ibid, page 33. 
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Contemporary moral philosophers have discussed questions of ethics and morals without 

reference to Christianity.108 Western philosophers, the founding fathers being René Descartes, 

Baruch Spinoza, Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke, attempted to answer questions such as “why 

we ought to be moral and what it means to say that a rule, an action, or an ideal is moral.”109 

Their theories were used to criticize existing ways of living including critiquing religious 

morals and their moral justifications. So much so that these „theoretical tools were believed to 

hold great promise for adjudicating religious conflicts and settling disputes about morality.”110 

One of the first uses of moral theory in religious ethics was Immanuel Kant who based his 

moral theory on religious tradition as he based his „his moral theory on a categorical 

imperative, an exceptionless moral rule that requires us to act only on those reasons that we 

can also make into universal laws, governing the choices of others as well as our own.”111  

 

Morality is therefore complex. Moral principles can be tools, which help us „in determining 

whether certain action is right or wrong or they give us strong reasons in every context to act 

in a certain way.”112 There are the opponents, who deny that there are any essential and 

universal moral principles. Nicholas Emler states that theorists in this category “believe that 

there are different moral reasons in different contexts and no moral principle is either absolute 

or reason giving in every context.”113 For example, they believe that “in the case of an unjust 

racist law, the fact that an action is against the law not only does not count against doing it, but 

it rather gives us reason to do it.”114  

 

Moral character means to embody a certain set of virtues and values a person is set to have 

when judged by others to be living up to moral expectations. Here it is not the person’s 

personality per se, but the perceived behaviour – what an individual displays to others and how 

an individual is perceived by them. In essence, moral character in this context is about 

reputation.115  
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Estonia and morals 

 

When it comes to Estonia and moral tradition, the Soviet powers tried to eliminate the Lutheran 

religion, declaring it undesirable, thus “religion plays a minor role concerning different moral 

norms in comparison to Western European countries.”116 During Soviet times doing private 

business was considered something unethical and immoral and thus forbidden by the 

authorities. The Soviet regime was an era of lying, „textbooks, research findings, statistics and 

even weather forecasts were falsified”117 and people knew that and learned to lie, hide and 

conceal their true ideas.118 Today most of Estonia’s present business/political leaders belong to 

a generation born and raised in Soviet totalitarian society and these leaders grew up with 

managers who are autocratic and often immoral.119 Now, ethics and morals in leadership and 

corporate social responsibility, is a relatively new issue.120 Research done in early 2000s 

showed that “power was more important to managers than solving the conflict”121and that there 

are “great problems with ethics in Estonia. It is very common in decision-making that ethical 

criteria are not considered.”122 However, more recent research has found that “Estonians are 

among the least religious people in the world, yet their idealism was higher than that of a much 

more religious US.”123 One reason may be that younger Estonians may see communism as just 

the past and recent empirical research in Estonian organizations indicates that this may be the 

case. For example, Ruth Alas, Jaan Ennulo and Lembit Türnpuu, researchers of business ethics, 

found that “ethical values are among the best predictors of attitudes toward organizational 

change, and that younger Estonian respondents emphasize ethics more than older respondents 

and a higher idealism characteristic of the younger Estonian’s renewed interest in ethical 

values.”124 

 

 
116 Zrinščak, S. and Nikodem, K., 2009. Why, at all, do we need Religion? Religion and Morality in Post-Communist 

Europe. In Church and Religion in Contemporary Europe (pp. 13-24). VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. 
117 Rees, C.J. and Miazhevich, G., 2009. Socio-cultural change and business ethics in post-Soviet countries: The cases of 

Belarus and Estonia. Journal of Business Ethics, 86(1), pp.51-63 
118 Ibid 
119 Rees, C.J. and Miazhevich, G., 2009. Socio-cultural change and business ethics in post-Soviet countries: The cases of 

Belarus and Estonia. Journal of Business Ethics, 86(1), pp.51-63 and Kooskora, M., Ennulo, J. and Virovere, A., 2005. 

Developing an Awareness of and Teaching Business Ethics in Emerging Societies: The Case of Estonia. Journal of Business 

Ethics Education, 2(1), pp.29-50. 
120 Kooskora, M., 2005. Estonia. In Corporate Social Responsibility Across Europe (pp. 195-208). Springer, Berlin, 

Heidelberg. 
121 Ibid 
122 Eisenschmidt, E., Kuusisto, E., Poom-Valickis, K. and Tirri, K., 2019. Virtues that create purpose for ethical leadership: 

Exemplary principals from Estonia and Finland. Journal of Beliefs & Values, 40(4), pp.433-446. 
123 Alsua, C.J., Alas, R. and Carneiro, J., 2012. Moral philosophies and ethics across borders: A study of Brazil, Chile, 

China, Estonia and the United States. Academia. Revista Latinoamericana de Administración, (49), pp.30-44. 
124 Ibid 



 27 

Moral leadership  

 

Put together, moral leadership then is about leaders using their person and their actions to 

“shape ethical and effective work units. Stated simply, to be a moral leader, one has to actually 

lead. In a broad sense this implies urging other individuals into a purposeful and ethical 

direction.”125 Robert Thornberg and Tomas Jungert, who studied school bullying an dmoral 

disengagement, defined morality in a leadership context as a „sensitivity as “an individual’s 

readiness in morally simple situations to recognize moral transgressions and their harming 

consequences toward others, a sensitivity related to aroused moral emotions such as empathy, 

sympathy, or guilt.”126 Saleh Afroogh et al escribed moral sensitivity as “the ability to 

recognize moral issues in complex situations.”127 There is no generic definition of moral 

leadership128, however many theorists agree that moral leadership “is about influence, for good 

or for ill.”129 Some state than for leadership to be moral, it is about leader behaviour, which 

“influences followers’ values, beliefs, and behaviours so organizational objectives can be 

achieved through the followers.”130  

 

Analysis  

 

The first thing I focused on in my interviews was the definition of moral leadership, how the 

women I interviewed saw morality and then we discussed how they apply it to their leadership 

reality. Most participants had not given much thought to morality as a concept, but a few 

narratives emerged.  
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People vs the organisation  

 

The first one was man vs the machine as leaders saw morality as a question of people vs an 

organisation, the two having separate interests and their role being the balancer who can say 

when a situation is becoming unfair in relation to one or the other.  

 

Leader B explained that she had not necessarily thought about morality in relation to her work 

decisions, but when prompted, it came down to company goals vs workers’ well-being and she 

began to doubt whether there might have been instances where she had pushed the team too 

hard to reach a goal for her organisation and whether that had been wholly moral. She stated 

that “it is possible at certain moments to forget oneself in the whirlwind of some kind of goals 

and work directions and not think at all about how it actually affects people …. would I also 

make such a choice in ordinary life, as I am currently making for the employer, so to speak, 

that I put these professional goals higher than my moral values and, and maybe put more 

pressure on people.” The woman however had not questioned what it means for the company 

to have goals. An inanimate object does not set an agenda, but people do. This leader was 

starting to wonder during the interview whether her treatment of the team had been in line with 

some intrinsic values that she held, indicating that there was a feeling that her actions regarding 

others had not always lined up with such values, but it was also evident, that she had not thought 

about in detail whether goals set in her organisation are moral or what that even means for her.  

 

Leader F, who is a woman from an ethnic minority group, stated that “for me a person is more 

important than money…if someone, well, I don't know, we have a deadline, at the same time, 

a person is on the verge of burnout, then in my opinion it is more important that he is healthy, 

than the fact that we are meeting the deadline, for example”. This indicated that in her mind 

there can be a moral conflict between business goals and how people are used and motivated 

to achieve such goals. She held a belief that people’s wellbeing was more important than goals 

orientated towards financial gain and that was the innate moral conflict at work.  

 

Leader C, who works in the private sector, but in a family-owned company, thought that what 

is moral or what is morality is “very, very difficult to say.” She also inferred to human nature 

and how perhaps some people just are made that way that they are more moral than others – 

“maybe I'm already like that by my nature, that I still try to consider others a lot and maybe act 

not as much as I should behave in a business way, but rather in a way what would be right and 
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ethical from a human point of view.” She seemed to believe that being nice to her workers, 

meant that this is not in line with some idea of proper business, creating an understanding that 

a good businessman is someone devoid of care or emotion toward the team and the ultimate 

focus is profit at whatever cost. She added that as a leader you are probably moral if “you seem 

to be very considerate of the people affected by your decisions.”  

 

Leader B, who is leading a legal department, conveyed that when it comes to decision making 

and moral decision making, she is not doing it consciously. She stated that “I think that when 

I make any leadership choices or decisions, it doesn't cross my mind as a separate fact whether 

it's a moral decision, but I hope that I'm thinking about these things intuitively already in the 

background anyway. And I still try to value my team and stand up for them and not put them 

in a bad position.”  

 

Leader D, who has worked in private sector only, confirmed that she also has not thought about 

morality when it came to her leadership style, but thought that morality has to do with their 

team and how they treat them. “I have never answered this question (about morality), but I will 

perhaps answer from the angle of what seems to me to be the ethical management. The first is 

definitely related to people, because management is always related to a lot of people. And I 

think that as a leader, you should always respect everyone who is part of your team.”  

 

Leader B stated that she thinks people should not suffer because of work, because work is a 

tool and not a thing in itself to revere. As an employee in the public sector, she did highlight 

that perhaps things are different in the private sector indicating that feasibly the public sector 

is more moral or more geared towards the worker. She added, that “maybe in private business 

you have some kind of, I don't know if there are sales goals or some plans for the year that you 

have to fulfil, and then it's like it's more important to fulfil them than to think, how do people 

survive and how do they actually hold up under this pressure. That I always emphasize to my 

people that you still have to manage eight hours a day, don't do any overtime, and that if we 

have a critical situation that needs special attention, we will agree on it.”  

 

Hence, on some level at least, all the leaders noticed that work life and private life are not the 

same thing and that the health and well-being of a human can sometimes come into conflict 

with the demands of an organisation. The leaders treated the concept of an organization as 

separate from workers, who were clearly humans, but the organization was seen as something 
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non-human, even though clearly the decision on the top level, which affect people are still 

made by other people, not a machine. At least one leader expressed concern whether making 

decisions that are seen to benefit the workers, can go against some idea of a good business 

strategy.  

 

To act in the interest of the organisation   

 

A narrative that mostly emerged from interviews with private sector leaders was the idea that 

as a leader, your actions should benefit the company. Leader D said that as a leader, you must 

bring in business wins for your company. She described a situation with vendors where during 

negations in her opinion she gave them opportunity to ask for more money, but they did not 

take this opportunity and she saw it as their fault for agreeing to contracts that are damaging. 

She added that “I have also had to take things to the point where, apparently, the other party 

will not operate for a year because their resources were so exhausted. But oh well, I'm really 

doing my job. I represented my company in the best possible way. And the other opposing 

party had exactly the same opportunity to involve advisers, to involve lawyers. I know that I 

haven't done anything wrong. If at one point I feel that I would like to somehow make someone 

else's life better at the expense of my employer, then this is the place where I should drop it 

directly, I go away.” Highlighting how profits were one of the most important goals for a 

private company.  

 

Morality vs values  

 

All the leaders I interviewed did struggle with the word moral and using it in the context of 

work. Leader A, a HR manager, who has helped to craft her current company’s values said that 

“morality for me, it is connected to like some religion …”. People had an easier time with 

understanding and using the word “values”. Many were aware that their company had values, 

written and unwritten ones, and sometimes these values conflicted with people’s values or there 

were conflicts between people because they had a different ideas about right and wrong.  

 

However, Leader A was aware that values are not the same thing as morality. She indicated 

that when dealing with situations that she might consider difficult at work because it is not 

immediately clear what is the right course of action, then she would use what she called values 

(company’s and her own) to guide her to the right path, rather than think about what the moral 
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thing is to do. In addition, she was aware that applying values depends on the situation and 

implied that when values are not absolute, but morals perhaps are.  

 

Leader D, who works in private sector finance, surmised when asked about moral leadership: 

“Of course, one is interested in how to define this moral, and what it means. To me it sounds a 

little bit like an old-fashioned term, or I don't know, it's related to philosophy or some 

philosophers, but that nowadays, as it is perhaps associated with the church or something like 

that, it's not particularly associated with work for me”.  

 

This demonstrates and confirms that the leaders I interviewed have not conceptualised or 

principally thought about what moral leadership or morality means to them, in particular in the 

context of work, or whether their leadership actions could be depicted along the axes of moral-

immoral.  

 

Leader as a necessity for efficiency  

 

Another topic that emerged during interviews and was interwoven through different answers 

was how the leader acted in relation to their team. As was conveyed in the beginning of this 

analysis, moral leadership was defined by the leaders as including an element of respecting 

your followers and this went further when discussing how leaders interact with them.  

 

Leader D, who is a CFO in the financial sector, stated that what she has learned about her 

followers is that they are not so much concerned with the why of things, but “rather, it's how 

well you can answer the question, what? And actually that's the most important thing, people 

always say why is important, actually people don't look for that so much. In fact, they want to 

understand exactly what needs to be done, what it is, what we're doing, what direction we're 

going in. The why of it has to be believable, why it's just that it makes their brain work, that 

ahah, we do it because of x but I've never been stuck behind the why in my life.” This indicated 

that this leader had not had conversations with her team about the why of things in her 

organisation. She conveyed that no moral resistance to their plans had ever been raised by the 

team, who were focused on what to do when told what the task is.  

 

Many leaders mentioned their need to take care of their team and how that is something moral. 

Leader C explained that “We value our employees as much as it is possible. If it is not 
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financially possible, then we will try to do it in a different way...I have small children myself 

and this aspect comes in really strongly. I am still a very gentle leader, like with mothers. I can 

relate to that, we had a bit of disagreement among the employees about this, but for me family 

values are important, and family and work are equally important, you can't do one at the 

expense of the other.” She highlighted that some workers in her organisation considered it 

differential treatment that mothers working for the company were given more leave-way to run 

errands for their family during work time for example. However, she considered it her right as 

a leader to choose this as a strategy and justified it to herself and to her team as something 

moral, as something worth following. In this sense, she was the only leader who differentiated 

consciously between the team members, saying that mothers and people without children 

deserved different treatment at work and that this was justified. Most of the  other interviewed 

leaders seemed to think about their team as a more homogenous mass of people. Whether that 

was actually the case, is not known.   

 

Most thought that being a leader is difficult but necessary as people without a leader would not 

be as efficient. Leader C, who owned as well as ran her company, stated that “unfortunately, 

in some kind of community of people who work together for a common goal, someone has to 

make the final decisions, so to speak, so there may be more people who are capable of making 

decisions or willing to make decisions, but well, someone still has to make the final decision, 

right?”. She went on to add that there are different types of people, some who work hard, some 

who are leaders and some who do not want to decide, but rather like to be told what to do. She 

inferred that these types of people are happy and satisfied when told what they must do.  This 

leader believed that without a leader, no one would decide, take responsibility or move towards 

a common goal.  

 

Leader D agreed and added that leaders are necessary when people work on a new thing, as 

they need someone to turn to with questions and to get support. She added along the lines of 

leader C that people collectively would not make a decision: “I think it's unrealistic to expect 

collective responsibility to work. But in general, a team without a leader decides more slowly 

or does not implement the changes that have been decided to actually be implemented or does 

not take full responsibility. It is a good leader who can accelerate it. Managers are actually 

those who, on the one hand, they take responsibility, which means that they feel that they have 

been given a piece that they have to do, and for that they involve people, however, man by 

design is created to enjoy and not to work. I think they are designed just like that.” She was 
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indicating that as a leader there is a carrot and stick element to your task, you have to convince 

or motivate people to gather behind you and follow your lead.  

 

Leader E agreed and added that as a leader you must know the people who are in your team in 

order to nudge or order them down the path that you want them to. Leader F, who was an expert 

in the field she became a leader in, described an event where this is difficult as she manages a 

field where she worked her way up, meaning she is an expert as well as a leader and she stated 

that “it is difficult sometimes to demolish what is like historical and it is difficult because I 

know too much and they abuse it.” She described a situation where the team influences the 

leader back by leaning on her expert knowledge to convince her that some leadership decisions 

should not be taken.  

 

Leader E, who is a working in an organization with many partner organizations, stressed how 

leadership is all about knowing people: “I had a colleague, who was considerably older than 

me, 50 plus, they said once that you are such a good people person and well, this comes with 

experience…the more you talk to people and lead them, the more you understand consciously 

or subconsciously what type of leader motivates them and what type does not.” The knowing 

part is necessary to convince people to do things the leader wants them to do. Sometimes 

convincing takes a more subtle form of a nudge as she explained how she delegates tasks during 

a project to those who she sees that this topic might like help them forward. She added that she 

has 100% women in one team and that she has seen that sometimes they lack confidence. “My 

task is to inject confidence into them”, she surmised and concluded that with leadership it is 

important to remember, that people “remember how you made them feel.” 

 

All in all, leaders understood that to lead and be efficient, you had to know and influence your 

team-members. There was also this internalised belief that people need leaders and without 

them things would not get done.  

 

Leader as someone special  

  

A narrative, which emerged from a few of the interviews is that the leaders believed they are 

special, a minority who thinks about “how to do something” (Leader E) and has a can-do (rather 

than cannot do) attitude. An opposite of a leader is a mass of people – the followers who 

regularly think about why something cannot be done. But a leader is someone who offers 
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solutions. When discussing how a leader makes decisions to act one way or another, it was not 

easy to pinpoint. Leader E stated that “the main principle is that, that all solutions are within 

yourself …”. Conveying that a leader knows intrinsically what the right thing is to do simply 

because they are a leader and they have the answers within, not questioning what it is that 

makes up the insides of a leader.  

 

At the same time, one leader recognised that looking at her leadership role now she feels that 

being and becoming a leader at work is just a job. Leader A implied that “in the past like I think 

in a previous job for example I took it too seriously. I think it's just a job. I do it as well as I 

can, I try my best, but it doesn't mean that this is all that I am.” Conveying that being a leader 

means having a special job, but that at least for some, that is all that being a leader is.  

 

Law and morals  

 

Leader B, who is a lawyer by profession, thought about laws and morality as not necessarily 

or always the same thing, concluding that if you follow the law or work with your teammates 

according to law, that does not necessarily mean that you as a leader have acted in a moral way.  

 

She explained further that:  

 

“There are actually hundreds and hundreds of different laws, so how can we even equate it with 

morality, that as soon as you fulfil the law, it becomes compatible with morality, that it is not 

even logical. You are probably moving in the right direction if you follow the law. But, but 

well, still like you have to have critical thinking and I think that you can do more than the law 

requires, the fact is that, well, the law doesn't directly say that you have to behave nicely with 

others and you have to be good to people that then good things will happen to you, while it is 

like moral, if you treat people well. I think it's still like it's like a part of moral behaviour, which 

probably can't be written into the law and I don't think it's necessary either.” 

 

Leader D, who works in private sector had a different idea and put it bluntly - if we don't do 

anything that goes against the law or contracts, then it is moral. 

 

Leader C, who is not a lawyer, also brought in the legality element of leadership actions and 

added that morality is more than following the law, the latter is the bare minimum – “well, let's 
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start with the fact that we try to be law-abiding in every way. Then we still take into account 

the environmental aspect, we think of our own footprint, so to speak. Then we always try to 

give something back to society, either in the form of some charity campaigns or something, 

something else.” This conveys that whether acting in accordance with the law is sufficient to 

be moral very much depends on  the leader as for some, it is enough and the construction of 

morality is cantered around what is legal and what is illegal and for others, it is only the basics.  

 

Power relations  

 

Leader A, who is the head of an HR department, stated that “I have a position of power in their 

eyes, at least, that you can decide things about them.” She added that she can make decisions 

and to her, this part of her job is ok, even though sometimes the decisions include letting 

someone go or giving them a warning. However, when thinking further on this, she mused that: 

“But I think that, well, in my specific role, people see this power as greater than it actually is, 

the owners and the management have the most power in this sense.” Leader C, who works in 

the private sector and in a company orientated towards profits stated that money is what 

determines the position of power in the end and if you are in control of someone’s salary, you 

influence people. Another leader added that sometimes people perceive that you are in control 

of their salary, even though you are not, and this gives you perceived control and responsibility 

for their lives.  

 

Leader D, who had worked in different companies as CFO, stated that power is more than 

making decision “for me, power is not whether you go and tell someone something. For me, 

maybe this position of power comes more from whether you can bring results with your team, 

or whether you can tell people what that goal is? Like you, with your personality, you can make 

these people believe in this goal so much that they want to become better, smarter and achieve 

the goal themselves…I think there are still times when I don't feel powerful enough.” She 

conveyed that power is when the team totally aligns with the leader.  

 

Leader B explained that she does believe that there are certain types of people who are suitable 

for a leadership position, who are able to manage the big picture a little better and maybe even 

pull people back at the right moment. She added that “some people can really get drowned in 

work and work goals and, well, from morning to night as if they deliver, but they don't see, 

maybe, why they do it at all and they don't choose the right direction, that they just do what for 



 36 

him, it's either interesting or seems necessary at the moment, but maybe in the grand scheme 

of things it's going in the wrong direction altogether. Well, management has a lot of different 

valuable aspects, after all, it's directing people, in some sense also controlling people, it can 

also be positive control.” She saw this power and control as a positive thing, combined with 

the narrative that leaders are special people who know better, power enabled her to save people 

from themselves in her eyes.  

 

Leader A, who works with people every day as a HR manager, explained that being a leader of 

a team means that you must give feedback to them and this is something, which has distance 

incorporated in it. She explained that being in this position of power means that you must 

separate yourself from those you exert control over. She implied that “it hinders if you, if you 

don't draw boundaries for yourself hard, just, at least in my profession, I don't know how in 

other roles but in my work, I think it's very difficult. Are you a friend or are you like a HR 

manager, because on a good day everything is fine, but it's hard to fire a friend.” She implied 

that a leader should not be friends with their team and most leaders agreed on this topic. To be 

efficient and to have an impact, meant to keep distance to be able to remain professional. They 

considered this an act of kindness towards the team-members as one leader expressed how it is 

harder on the team if they think you are their friend and then give feedback.  

 

Thus, leaders were aware that they had power, even though sometimes they thought themselves 

powerless when others saw them as powerful. Getting things done relied on the exercise of that 

power and leaders did not see this as bad or an immoral thing, although it was agreed and 

understood that it was difficult to give negative feedback and it was better to be separated from 

the rest emotionally.  

 

 

Dealing with difficult situations  

 

Leader A highlighted that a situation could look different from different perspectives, however 

that is important to define and consider the collective good. She explained that “I always like 

to ask in these situations is what's best like for the whole company for the whole team or that 

it's not usually about two people or one person that it has some effect on that whole group” but 

also “what is best for the company” (Leader D).  She is working in a private company focused 

on financial services and had a firm belief that a difficult situation for the manager was how to 
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make the team see that they need to achieve results. She added that “leaders must always think 

about the goal they are called to implement, and I think that an ethical leader means that they 

do not overlook the unethical behaviour of other colleagues, they do not overlook the misuse 

of resources. Ethical behaviour means that the manager really contributes wholeheartedly to 

this goal, i.e., that he does not misuse time and resources.” She believed that if someone in the 

team was not contributing, it was the task of the leader to encourage them to live up to their 

role or if that does not work, let them know it was time to leave the company. In this sense, the 

situation was difficult, but the handling of it to her was quite straightforward.  

 

When discussing difficult situations, the idea of a collective good ran through many interviews 

and leaders agreed that sometimes decisions are made, that some people in the company do not 

like. Leader A stated that: “I don't see that the role of any company is to satisfy every person's 

every wish and to make people happy, so to speak, in that sense.” Leader B added an element 

of speed to this by explaining that in her opinion the role of the leader is to make a decision 

and stick to it. The manager must make quick decisions and sometimes they have to “pull off 

the band-aid” and make the decision that they think is right, quickly. She was working in a 

government sector, and even though governments sometimes give out the impression that 

policies move slowly, she held a firm belief that difficult decisions which are under her control 

are done quickly as stretching things out too long, is the worst thing. Leader C, who works in 

a private sector, agreed and added that “everything goes very fast for me. I don't have any 

typical process for making a decision. Well, it depends, it depends on the size of the decision, 

but in general it's still relatively emotional. That I myself am of the opinion that any decision 

is better than no decision at all, long consideration can eventually lead to indecision.”  

 

Leader F, who had worked with her team members for a long time believed that to make 

difficult decisions, you have to have thick skin, but if you are a moral leader, then they should 

have a heart and making some kind of unpopular decision would bring on pain.  

 

Leader B, a woman in her early 30s, highlighted how as a leader it is important to bring people 

together when faced with a difficult decision by being a role model. She stated that as “a leader, 

still, I think, have to be calm and, and try to pull off some difficult situations in a balanced 

way.” She described a time where one half of the team had wanted to form one camp and half 

of the team wanted to form another camp, and how her job as the leader was to somehow 

liquidate these camps and unify people into a single team. 
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When asked to describe what the most difficult situations had been for the leaders from a moral 

perspective what came up most was situations where someone had to be let go. Leader C 

described this as follows:  

 

“Well, for me, decisions that concern being an entrepreneur are very difficult, right, as a rule, 

very difficult decisions that concern a person's job. In other words, let's say layoffs and 

redundancies. I had to suppress my own nature, so to speak, in the name of the company, so to 

speak, so to justify to myself, to calm my inner self. The idea was to lay off 10, but the other 

50 could stay at work.”  

 

Everyone was really in agreement that letting people go, telling someone that they are fired, is 

difficult, but these decisions sometimes had to be done and this was exactly the job for the 

leader, so the women did not shun from these tasks.  

 

Furthermore, when it comes to dealing with a situation at work, where the outcome was deemed 

to go against some core value of a leader, the best and most radical strategy put forward by the 

interviews was to exit. One leader frankly said, “I would leave,” explaining that if someone 

more powerful than them in a company took a decision they really did not like and could not 

live with, the final solution was to leave. All leaders seemed to agree that they had this option 

available to themselves, indicating that their positions as leaders were not vital to them to cater 

to their or their family’s basic needs.  

 

Influence through argumentation  

 

Most leaders thought that how they influence those around them is through logical arguments 

and that this is their best tool of leadership enactment. Leader B who works for the government 

stated that at work “everything depends on the argumentation, as well as on the reasons”. She 

added that their organization is one where at least all opinions are heard, if not considered and 

some sort of weighted decision is made. During discussions every manager's opinion does not 

have to be the same, everyone looks at things from a very different point of view and sees 

different solutions. 
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Leader A confirmed that she is outspoken and as a leader is not afraid to let those above her in 

terms of workplace hierarchy know what her opinion is. She stated that “I'm quite an outspoken 

person in that I express my opinion. I present my own arguments, but as there are situations 

where I don't know, for example, the management has a different vision of the matter or other 

principles or something, so I think that before making a decision, we can argue about it, but 

when the decision is made then I move forward, not get stuck there if it was not my preferred 

solution. This is the art of compromise.” Demonstrating that once a decision is made, a leader 

should execute it.  

 

Leader B elaborated on how she influences her team and said that sometimes a direct approach 

is not so good, but rather a gradual but persistent nudge towards her preferred behaviour is 

what works best. She conveyed that “I introduce them to what I feel is like this would be 

reasonable or should be considered. And repetition is what makes people act like that in the 

end, where you kind of want it, so that even if he thinks about it once and thinks, well, I'll still 

do it the way I'm used to, then maybe- after a couple of times he starts to change.” 

 

Leader D said that it was her arguments, thoroughness and perseverance that helped her 

influence decisions. She described how in the beginning, she had to work hard to make herself 

heard around the management table, but she was able to influence others by knowing the facts 

and being smarter than everyone else. At the meetings, when someone questioned her facts or 

what had happened, they had proof with her to prove them wrong. This was at times exhausting 

as she had to be prepared “for 1000 questions like this”. In the end, she described how she 

reached a situation with the management team over time whereas when she said something, it 

was considered to be true, and she was not questioned as much.  

 

Becoming a leader through family or hard work  

 

When asked how they became leaders, it was either a story of inheritance or hard work. Leader 

C, who had inherited their role from her family explained that “I've reached the position thanks 

to family ties, i.e., birth right, it's like if you're an English prince, you'll inevitably be a king 

someday, I'm in a similar role.” She thought that she has not faced much resistance or inequality 

and did not have to do anything special to gain her role. She did muse that perhaps if she did 

not have leadership qualities, which she thought she possessed, she would not have lasted in 

this current position of a leader for as a long as she has.  
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Others explained that they had gotten to where they are through hard work. Leader D stated 

that “I certainly can't say that I'm some kind of star, a leader for people, I think I've often been 

that for the companies where I work because of that, I really don't have any problem opening 

the computer during vacations.” She added that “as a top manager, well, there's no point in 

being a top manager if you're the nine-to-five, I assign tasks to my people, I go around the 

offices, I ask how things are going, but in addition to that, if you don't have ideas yourself, if 

you only wait for ideas from the bottom up, you are not a member of the team”.  In her opinion 

to truly become a leader, you had to be the innovator, the one who generates ideas and then 

helps these ideas to work in practice. Leader C, whose parents had owned the company and 

now owned it herself, explained that this is one of the reasons she wanted to become a leader, 

to be able to do things her way, to push her ideas further. She stated that “you become a leader 

because you shouldn't have to act according to someone else's decisions, you can determine 

your own direction.”  

 

Stories of privilege and inequality  

 

Some leaders seemed to be in a position of power and privilege to an extent that they had not 

felt that there had been any situations of experiences of discrimination or oppression that they 

had experienced. Leader B explained that she has never felt that she has been treated differently 

because of who and how she is. However, saying that, she did highlight that she feels “like a 

bitch and harsh enough that, well, I'd like to see how someone would object to me.” She went 

on to add that “I think I always present my decisions and opinions quite forcefully, actually, 

especially like in a professional environment, that, well, it's not like I feel like I should, but it's 

kind of like me, it's, that if this opinion is asked, I can say it and if necessary I can also defend 

it, and well, I've never had someone look at me like that …I've never had such a thought during 

my career that if I were a man , then I would be much better off.” Implying that she did 

understand and recognise that at work she was acting in a way that might be considered as 

incongruent with her perceived gender role, but doing things the way she was doing, she 

thought she was successful and had not experienced discrimination.  

 

Leader E thought about the differences between men and women and said that “men are just 

very confident and say how much value they have created for the organisation and women say 

that oh, in the meantime school fees have gone up and all life has gone more expensive, that I 
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need a higher salary.” She thought that as a leader you should reward those who create value 

to the company, not raise salaries for other reasons, e.g., soaring electricity prices and inflation.  

 

Leader A described her position and industry as someplace where she feels comfortable and 

has not thought or felt about discrimination, probably because in HR, there are more women 

than men in Estonia on average. She did state that she feels if she “would go to some other 

specialty, it might be that in a place where there are more men in this field, it might be an 

obstacle, I don't know.” She was aware and thought that in society at large and with many 

professions, there would be obstacles to being a leader because of one’s age or gender or any 

other identity marker and expressed hope that “society will become more normal”. She did 

experience discrimination in her previous workplace and told that  

 

“think that gender had an effect, because there were men of the older generation than me in the 

management, for example, and one in particular still did not have a very positive opinion of 

female managers, in my opinion, that it definitely had some influence, that they did not take 

women seriously.” 

 

When asked how it manifested, this dislike of women in management jobs, it was not easy to 

describe. She elaborated that  

 

“I don't know, if someone suggested something who was a woman, then, well, it usually didn't 

work. The men found some errors and there was a lot of control over what the women did. At 

times, even the tone in which he spoke to women was like, well, you understand, it's just not 

possible to say that like this thing is discrimination, but you feel it. That you are not trusted. 

And, well, in reality it was also expressed in the fact that there were fewer women in leading 

roles, and they were often replaced by men.” 

 

Leader C described her experiences in two different industries. The one she felt more 

comfortable in, was an industry which is female dominated. Her experience in real estate, 

which is more male dominated was quite different. She said that in the field, which was 

dominated by men, if something had to be done, where she had to participate in some kind of 

processes, then this caused stress. She said that she does not really want to participate “because 

it's a man's world” and it made her “knees shake.” That meant that it is was completely different 

from her “normal world” and in the other area she did not feel at all confident. Mostly because 
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the men in the room wanted to override everything she had to say. This was something she 

explained away as men “are still stronger types. There is nothing to do.” In her main industry, 

she was feeling good, at home, a factor contributing to this was the amount of women there.  

 

She went on to state that men have an advantage in leadership because they are less empathetic 

and this “helps to make decisions better. Because if you lead, certain decisions often go against 

your inner feeling. I think that this is a small difference between men and women, and this is 

also perhaps the reason why there are more men in senior management positions and in general 

everywhere in leadership.” Indicating that she had internalised the belief that men are somehow 

better simply because of their gender and she had not given thought about how these roles that 

men and women play may be constructed (and also deconstructed).  

 

Leader D, a woman in her early 30s, was certain that if she was a man, things would have been 

different for her. She stated that “I think yes that if I was a man and did all these same things 

and then potentially maybe my career would have been faster, but maybe it wouldn't have. Who 

knows.” She also pointed out that as a woman she now recognises that in the beginning of her 

career she felt the need to act tough with her teammates. She elaborated that  

 

“I think that I would have liked to get to the point sooner, where I dare to be like a friend to all 

my people, a friend in the sense that, to treat my team the way I treat my friends, not to call 

them to go out all the time, that I don't think I've ever had that much in common with them, but 

just how are you and what did you do at the weekend. I always felt in the beginning, probably 

because I was the youngest, like who was leading these people then, and then they have such a 

feeling that you have to be tough. I felt I had to prove something to them too.”  

 

Demonstrating that this leader was thinking that gender does play a role in her becoming and 

staying a leader and how if she was a man, some things might have been different, even though 

she was not exactly sure what those things would be. In addition, there was a sense of pressure 

to act in a certain way, which she described as tough, as a young woman in a leadership role in 

order to be taken seriously.  
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Discussion  

 

When it came to moral leadership, the women I interviewed understood it very differently, 

which coincides with research showing that there are multiple ways of understanding what is 

moral. Some women approached it from the standpoint of laws – if something is legal, then it 

is moral, or from the standpoint of generic company goals – if my actions create profit, then it 

is moral and yet most agreed there is an element of the people – if your team is happy and 

looked after, then it is moral.  

 

Nevertheless, in the Estonian context, none of the women I interviewed had specifically 

thought about the word moral and its meaning. It does raise a question whether morality, 

however way it is defined, can be achieved if it is not consciously thought about or applied? 

According to theory, being a moral leader means to push individuals to ethical goals and at 

least the goal part was something the leaders understood and executed.  

 

What was clear from the interviews is that a leader is someone special. This was an image 

constructed by all the women I interviewed. There was this united understanding that people 

left on their own would somehow be inactive or incapable of achieving results and that results 

can really be achieved with the help of a leader. Who is a leader then is someone who takes 

charge and can negotiate the people around them to do what the leader wants. This concept of 

influence, integral in moral leadership theory, they did agree and understand, that it is part of 

being a leader and they all exercised it. However, according to the narratives which emerged 

from my interviews, leadership was perceived as a top-down phenomena and the impact the 

team members and the rest of the organisation might have on them, was not on their mind when 

discussing moral leadership. This might leave the leaders blind as to how their team and 

organisation could be in fact influencing them. In addition, their concept and definition of 

leadership seemed to be shaped in a way that excludes groups our people who do not define or 

think about leadership the way they do. For example, there could be people with willingness to 

lead, who have a more communal idea of leadership.  

 

The second research question was focused on enactment and uncovering situations which have 

caused tension from a moral perspective and understanding how women leaders have solved 

such tensions and what have they done if various goals of an organisation conflict with their 
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morals. From the narratives, it appeared that the leaders did feel and understood that to be in 

any kind of position in leadership means to be in a position of power, although some 

downplayed this or had instances when they had felt powerless. To enact effective leadership, 

one needs and exudes power given by the role and informal power, which is influenced by how 

others see the leader – how much authority they are willing to bestow upon him or her.  Power 

was understood as a control of resources and people’s salaries as well as people’s agendas – a 

leader has a right to set the goal for the team, in fact it is expected of the leader.  

 

One definition of power is „the control over the life outcomes and resources of others implicitly 

intertwines power with one facet of morality: the concern and responsibility for others’ 

welfare.”131 Power in its essence is also a two-way process, it is given by one person to another, 

followers give a leader power by giving them respect and status. Followers also influence the 

moral context of their leaders and if they do not challenge their leader, can lead them to believe 

there is consensus on their moral views, 132 which seemed to be the case with most leaders I 

interviewed. All but two had her team openly challenge them on certain issues.  

 

A leader exhibits power if they have control over who gets hired/fired, who gets promoted and 

who gets a bonus. There is also collective power in the organization reflected in work, which 

is created collectively and when employees come together to support one another. In discussing 

power, the women described things, which were under their explicit control, such as directing 

the team towards the right goals, their salary and firing inefficient employees. However, they 

were not so concerned or aware of the “wider institutional context within which processes of 

moral leadership emerge.”133 Saying that, leaders in the private and public sector were aware 

of the context134 in the sense that private sector leaders understood that in order to stay in 

power, the key is to ensure profit for the company and leaders from both sectors acknowledged 

the need for a team to achieve results.  

 

It can be said that most leaders through their narrative followed the moral minimum of 

acceptable business practice, which has been described as “avoid harming others, respect the 

 
131 Deborah L. Rhode, John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2006, Moral Leadership: The Theory and Practice of Power, 

Judgment and Policy. ProQuest Ebook Central, chapter 7, p 177. 
132Ibid p 186.  
133 Solinger, O.N., Jansen, P.G. and Cornelissen, J.P., 2020. The emergence of moral leadership. Academy of Management 

Review, 45(3), pp.504-527. 
134 Ospina, S. and Foldy, E., 2009. A critical review of race and ethnicity in the leadership literature: Surfacing context, 

power and the collective dimensions of leadership. The leadership quarterly, 20(6), pp.880.  
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rights of others, do not lie or cheat, keep promises and contracts, obey the law, prevent harm 

to others, help those in need, be fair, reinforce these imperatives in others.” 135 However, to be 

moral, a leader must not simply be, but they must also “do”. 136 They must “clearly 

communicate moral standards and enforce them through the use of rewards and 

punishments.”137 In doing so, followers and those in a leader’s sphere of influence have a large 

role to play in “moralizing” and saying what makes their leader a moral one and whether her 

behaviour is moral or immoral.  Omar N. Solinger, a researcher of organizational change, 

theorized that followers have „intuitive, stock conceptions of care as opposed to harm, fairness 

as against cheating, loyalty versus betrayal, sanctity set against degradation, authority as 

compared to subversion, and liberty contrasted with oppression on which they draw when they 

evaluate issues, and they do so in an immediate and largely intuitive manner (e.g., “It’s not 

right because it doesn’t feel right”).138 This aspect emerged from the interviews as one leader 

had experienced her followers openly questioning her authority and decision. Another leader 

mentioned how some team-members thought it unfair how she gives special treatment to 

mothers. She described how others resisted these values but how power was applied to make 

the position of the leader paramount.  

 

This means that a leader and their followers rely on the social construction of their reality, 

which goes beyond that of written laws and rules, but depends on how they have been socially 

and culturally constructed to see things as moral or immoral. It coincides with the values held 

in their culture, family, country, religion, institution or other source. This also implies that 

depending on the background of a leader and their followers, everyone navigates multiple sets 

of moral systems.139 For example, I found that there can be variations in rules of conduct 

between organizations and groups, which suggest that “leaders and followers construct their 

own “social contracts” about what is or is not moral within their organized group.”140  

 

 

 
135 Becker, G.K., 2007. The Competitive Edge of Moral Leadership. International Management Review, 3(1), p 63.  
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Walumbwa Arizona State University, p 23.  
137 Trevino, L.K. and Brown, M.E., 2004. Managing to be ethical: Debunking five business ethics myths. Academy of 

management perspectives, 18(2), pp.69-81. 
138 Solinger, O.N., Jansen, P.G. and Cornelissen, J.P., 2020. The emergence of moral leadership. Academy of Management 

Review, 45(3), p 505. 
139 McPherson, C.M. and Sauder, M., 2013. Logics in action: Managing institutional complexity in a drug 

court. Administrative science quarterly, 58(2), pp.165-196. 
140 Solinger, O.N., Jansen, P.G. and Cornelissen, J.P., 2020. The emergence of moral leadership. Academy of Management 
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https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amr.2016.0263


 46 

When it came to tools of leadership, the most important one was considered to be oral 

arguments and putting your logical thinking to the forefront, demonstrating that the leaders had 

not thought about identity politics and whether they are influenced and influence such 

arguments by being and embodying the individual that they are.  

 

Overall, when it comes to power theory in leadership and morality, we cannot conclude without 

highlighting the famous quote by Lord Acton who said that power tends to corrupt, and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely.141 Thus, taming such power is central to theorizing about 

moral leadership142 and how leaders and their followers can be guided by moral values and 

concerns. Leadership research shows that “power does have a moral direction and that it’s 

oriented toward self-interest. According to research, distribution of power is not random.”143 

Power tends to float to people who are more likely to act in self-interested and immoral ways. 

In addition, it has been found, that “power affects moral judgment through a process of 

disinhibition leading to impulsiveness and often rationalization of self-interest.”144 What is 

concerning perhaps is the narrative of many of the leaders that they are “special people” and 

there was little if any concern or awareness about potential subjectivities that surround them 

and their decision making. The leaders who stressed that decisions are made through arguments 

painted a picture as if everyone in a leadership setting is equal or that their arguments would 

be taken on board equally, which might not be the case. The leaders did not seem to be aware 

that power in leadership situations evokes social consensus through conscious and unconscious 

manipulations and this tends to mean that those who are in power have their views and values 

entrenched on the rest of us. The leaders who discussed their tools of influence seemed to be 

unaware or unconcerned about power imbalances. This was acknowledged through one 

leader’s experience where she had to consistently prove her worth to be taken seriously at 

management meetings, but there was no inference how she applied this experience to her own 

team, indicating perhaps a lack of awareness about the effects of her own power.  

 

Therefore, it can be argued that power is an enemy of moral judgement and rather amplifies 

the immoral tendencies of our nature145 and even such a small sample of interviewees 

demonstrated this to be the case. Even though no real immoral tendencies emerged from 

 
141 Acton, L., 1887. Power tends to corrupt. a letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, April, 3. 
142 Bennis, W., 2006. Moral leadership: The theory and practice of power, judgment and policy. John Wiley & Sons. 
143 Bennis, W., 2006. Moral leadership: The theory and practice of power, judgment and policy. John Wiley & Sons. 
144 Ibid.  
145 Ibid p 178.  
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interviews, there was no real indication that morality is and should be considered in their 

organizational contexts. In their organizations, the seemingly legitimate pursuit of personal and 

political agenda, seemed to be encouraged by the neo-liberal culture focused on individual 

achievement. This is concerning as it can help to increase the chances that power is expressed 

in self-interested or immoral ways. Studies have found that those “who are interested in 

dominating and manipulating others attain social power“ 146 and that power positions „are more 

likely to be inhabited by impulsive, energetic, charismatic individuals who are prone to self-

interested actions, precisely the behaviour that power permits.”147 The leaders who I 

interviewed focused on the capacity and will of a leader to do, to be in motion, to fix. Less or 

even no focus was given to whether the solution a leader offers is a moral one or a right one 

according to some other criteria for deciding such things. Followers on the other hand, were 

painted as an anonymous mass of people at most times, who need to be led, injecting a sense 

of moral superiority a leader has and holds simply for the reason that they want to do 

(something). Also, apart from the case of one, where the position was inherited, the others 

considered that their leadership position was earned through hard work only. Not much concern 

was expressed around the point whether this position of power, which allows the leader to be 

doing things is a moral or even a legitimate one. Thus, it seemed that moral rightness was given 

to a leader, simply for wanting to lead and wanting to solve some perceived problem and taking 

action. Activity is legitimate, inactivity is not and belongs to the followers. 

 

Consequently, leaders in moral context, must be especially scrutinised for the way they have 

risen to power and what kind of pursuits they undertake, self-serving or communal and how 

they influence the social contexts to reinforce moral or immoral tendencies.  

 

Final research question enabled to explore the individual identities of the women leaders I 

interviewed to understand how they see their age and gender affecting the way they lead. 

Whether they see these identity aspects as having a negative or positive, or any effect for that 

matter and how have they worked to overcome the influence their age or gender may have to 

enact moral decisions.  

 

Some leaders stated that they had not felt disadvantage in their road to leadership or in their 

role of leadership, indicating that perhaps these women were in all aspects apart from their 

 
146 Ibid p 179.  
147 Ibid.  
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gender part of the dominant elite, thus not having had experiences where they felt somehow 

less. None of the women I interviewed mentioned being part of ethnic minority as having 

influenced their leadership and leading that they could feel. However, their gender and at times 

age did reveal stories of perceived disadvantage and mistreatment.  

 

Some of the interviewed women had internalised the notions that women and men are different 

and that men are somehow biologically better suited to lead, implying that even though a 

woman is a leader herself, still she can think male when it comes to leadership and being in a 

position of power. In addition, as she was a leader herself and thought of herself as a good and 

competent one at that, it seemed that she was applying this understanding of men vs women 

leaders along the line of Estonia’s very segregated job market. The field where she worked and 

led was female dominated and thus deemed acceptable to have a woman leader, but fields, such 

as construction, dominated by men were considered as better suited for male leaders. Thus, at 

least one leader put conscious barriers to women leading, especially if it came to male 

dominated sectors.  

 

Other women I interviewed had noticed instances of discrimination or differential treatment 

because of gender or young age either on themselves or on others and thought of these 

experiences as having had an impact on their leadership careers. These experiences confirm 

research done on female leadership, which has found that “when females occupy leadership 

roles, they face biased appraisal that originates from their nonconformity to the sociocultural 

expectations of femininity.”148 When looking at the experiences of women who felt and 

described how they had been discriminated, it does show that social identities and experiences 

can challenge beliefs about leadership in any given organisation and that these intersecting 

identities can pose a challenge in certain contexts and around certain people. It becomes 

especially influential, if people who are in a position of great power in relation to the leader 

hold beliefs that women of a certain age should not be given a voice, as they have an 

opportunity to impact that woman’s career.  

 

Considering that the women I interviewed were all leaders, the lack of stories of discrimination 

may be that they had no experienced discrimination or had simply overcome any potential 

 
148 Richardson, A. and Loubier, C., 2008. Intersectionality and leadership. International Journal of Leadership 

Studies, 3(2), pp.146. . 
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blocks and succeeded. I must bear in mind that most of the women I interviewed can be 

considered to be in dominant social roles in all aspects apart from their gender. Hence, there 

might be intersections of identities who never make it to the leadership role in Estonia and it 

might be interesting and worthwhile to expand this research in the future and uncover, what 

these other identity markers might be. I did not include women in this research who are from 

ethnic minority in Estonia and who do not speak Estonian or women who are not able bodied 

for example. There could be patterns of inequality therefore to be uncovered in other 

intersections. After all, the stumbling blocks experienced by some of the leaders who 

highlighted their gender and age as the reason for their treatment, might be even greater for 

other women.  

 

Conclusion  

 

In this thesis, I uncovered that moral leadership by interviewees was understood in a myriad of 

ways: as taking care of their team-members, following the law and achieving goals. It was 

confirmed that morality is a tricky concept in a sense that different people have different 

understanding of what it means and in the case of the specific leaders I interviewed, they had 

no clear one notion of what is moral and what is not and how to approach moral questions at 

work.  

 

When it came to enactment, the women understood and played a part in different power 

dynamics, but as was evident from their stories of advantages and disadvantages, having 

reached a leadership role, not much concern was given to the different intersecting identities 

of themselves and their team-members and how this might influence their leadership. Gender, 

did prove to be a source of disadvantage in some women’s leadership narrative, but more 

research would be welcome to include other intersecting identities to study their effect on 

leadership.  

 

Furthermore, it was confirmed, that when it comes to morality and moral decisions, not much 

has changed in the last 20 years in Estonia. The leaders interviewed for this thesis, did not 

consider issues related to morals and religion as important at all when making leadership 

decisions. This does not mean, that they had no values or no understanding about what good 

leadership in their opinion is, but specifically morality, did not come into play. Therefore, if 

we want better and more moral leaders, more work needs to be done on understanding how 
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leaders conceptualise and apply morality in their working lives. In addition, what might help, 

if leaders were made to think about their role in upholding morality on a personal and 

organisational level, because otherwise it might not happen organically, which leaves 

organisations and teams vulnerable to leaders whose words and actions might not be in line 

with any concept of moral leadership.  

 

All in all, this research contributes to better understanding how context in which leadership and 

leaders operate affects leadership success and how certain aspects can constrain or propel 

potential successes. Thus, it helped to uncover that we need better strategies to improve 

leadership experiences and advance the lives of leaders, especially leaders from marginalized 

backgrounds.  
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