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2.15 : Human resource management studies and leadership practice: Oil and water in the same 

vessel 

Human resource management studies and leadership practice: Oil 

and water in the same vessel 

Abstract 

The task of integrating human resource management studies with conjecture about leadership 

requires that such reconciliation is possible. As elemental as this prerequisite might seem when 

made explicit, it has largely remained unchallenged. In this article, it is argued that human 

resource management theory and practice, and conjecture about leadership invoke incompatible 

ways of speaking about how to obtain corporate objectives and entail differing perspectives of 

obedience. As such, reconciling the two domains necessitates, as a primary undertaking, 

revisiting the unitarist foundation upon which orthodox human resource management is based. 

Such a reformulation is possible and, when done, will enable human resource management 

scholars fully to benefit from the insight provided by their peers writing about leadership. 

Introduction 

Human resource management (HRM) and leadership, as human encounters and research areas, 

are concerned with mobilising people toward attaining goals, if through differing means. 

Specifically, human resources managers and scholars rely on organisation-wide systems and 

processes to direct personal as well as collective behaviour, whereas leadership invokes 

interpersonal, psychosocial dynamics. In a recent special issue of Human Resource 

Management Review, guest editors Leroy et al. (2018: 1053) lamented the “deplorable” lack of 

integration between HRM and leadership studies, an integration they thought not only possible 

but desirable in view of their overlapping concerns. Den Hartog and Boon (2013) also 

advocated for closer links between the two domains. In their view (den Hartog & Boon, 

2013: 198), the near complete independence of HRM and leadership studies is “surprising”, 

notably because “formal leaders”, such as line managers, are typically those tasked with 

implementing HRM policies on a daily basis (a point made in several other contributions, e.g.: 

Piening, Baluch & Ridder, 2014 and Gilbert, De Winne & Sels, 2014). The consensus of these 

authors is that better integration of the two domains will yield new theoretical insights into each 

and ensuing improved workforce practices. 
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Turning policies designed by HRM departments of large firms into effective practices has 

proved to be a challenging task, one for which scholars and practitioners have been awarded, 

in the words of Kaufman (2012), a “failing grade” (on this matter, see also Woodrow & Guest, 

2014; Bach, 2013; Boselie, 2013 and Edwards & Bach, 2013). Proposed generic explanations 

for such a letdown include misalignment between HRM priorities and corporate objectives 

(Bowen & Ostroff, 2016), insufficient recognition of the contribution of line management to 

the implementation of HRM policies (Harney & Jordan, 2008), incorrect or incomplete 

implementation of HRM practices (Wright & Nishii, 2013) and suboptimal collaboration 

between human resources departments and line managers (Sanders & Frenkel, 2011). 

To explain the general inefficacy of HRM policies, some researchers have been reluctant 

to invoke diffuse organisational dysfunction. They have instead placed emphasis on (purported) 

inadequate interpersonal skill of line managers when it comes to communicating about and 

enacting HRM policies (Nishii et al., 2018; Sikora et al., 2015; Sikora & Ferris, 2014). As 

remedy to these latter problems, scholars have identified “sensegiving” leadership behaviours 

intended to assist in delivering HRM effectiveness (Nishii & Paluch, 2018: 321) or 

recommended that line managers (as well as human resources managers) adopt particular styles 

of leadership, notably authentic (Gill et al., 2018) and transformational (den Hartog & Boon, 

2013). In these contributions, leadership is portrayed as the ideal relational embodiment of 

HRM practice, or at least as something of a blueprint for an employment relationship that 

delivers the touted benefit of HRM policies. 

The current authors do not take issue with the proposition that workplace leadership and 

relationships regulated by HRM policies affect the conduct (and performance) of people at 

work. However, assisting leadership and HRM scholars in producing novel theoretical insights 

and practical implications requires more than pointing out that their respective domains are 

overlapping. Indeed, such an endeavour requires the identifying of specific common conceptual 

underpinnings and practical objectives, from which theories are developed, hypotheses 

formulated and studies conducted. In this regard, it is noteworthy that, in delineating research 

directions through which leadership and HRM scholars could cooperate and ultimately define 

“human resource leadership”, Leroy et al. (2018: 255) did not sort common from dissimilar 

conceptual tenets affecting the two disciplines. Such sorting was also conspicuously overlooked 

in each of the six contributions forming the Special Issue that Leroy and his colleagues 

introduced in their editorial. 
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In the current article, it is argued that trying to integrate HRM studies (and the 

implementation of the policies that flow from HRM research) with leadership practice is a 

misguided effort, at least as things currently stand. A crucial roadblock exists because 

leadership, as a human encounter, and HRM, as a body of ideas and practices, rest on partly 

incompatible conceptual underpinnings and have different priorities when it comes to 

mobilising people for productive activity. Concisely, whilst HRM theory and practice flow out 

of a mostly unitarist view of the employment relationship, leadership is a relationship that is 

sustained within or outside workplaces in ways that accommodates a plurality of interests 

temporarily subsumable under authoritative agreement and direction. Furthermore, the 

implementation of HRM policies requires submission (voluntary or not) of employees, whereas 

leadership entails followership, that is, voluntary compliance with a leader’s directions. It 

follows from these divergences that reconciling HRM studies and leadership practice requires 

revisiting the conceptual foundations of the former (the latter, by virtue of being a spontaneous 

human encounter is not amenable to conceptual redesign). Such reformulation of HRM 

ideology and theory will not diminish the discipline. Indeed, it will re-invigorate it through 

creating novel research agendas and by providing human resources practitioners a more 

crystallised behavioural template. 

The structure of the present article is the following. In its first section, the theoretical 

underpinnings of HRM studies are described and critically evaluated. This exercise indicates 

that HRM, as a body of ideas, rests on a unitarist view of the employment relationship that has 

given rise to descriptive, prescriptive and instrumental claims. However, further analysis 

reveals that assertions made within each of these categories are either not well supported by 

evidence or incompatible with those from other categories. The second part of the article builds 

on a recently published analysis of leadership situations as well as on Friedrich’s (1963; 1972) 

theory of authority. It contends that leadership, as distinct from management, is a human 

encounter grounded in authority. Authority, it is further argued, is distinct from legitimate 

power and emerges from reasonable elaboration, a process that entails acceptable descriptive, 

argumentative and prescriptive claims about salient issues. Drawing on such theses, the third 

section of the article argues that HRM-regulated relationships are irreconcilable with leadership 

situations. The conclusion summarises the article’s contribution, highlights its consequences 

for HRM research and exposes why and how HRM scholars as well as practitioners will benefit 

from a refoundation of their discipline. 
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Human resource management: A primer and critique 

According to Allan Fox (1966; 1974), who delineated the construct, a unitarist perspective of 

the employment relationship is one where vital employer and employee interests are considered 

to be mostly similar and advanced when corporate objectives are obtained.1 Seen from this 

standpoint, organisational cohesion derives from management, the source of legitimate power 

within workplaces. As such, for the unitarist, conflict between capital and labour is by nature 

illegitimate and, to the extent that it occurs, manifests either misunderstanding (or mischief) on 

the part of employees or inadequate governance and superintendence. In the same vein, 

employee grievance processes and representative institutions, such as unions and work 

councils, are superfluous because the expectations and interests of the workforce organically 

coincide with (and are satisfactorily addressed through) establishing relevant corporate 

objectives. Conversely, a pluralist view of the employment relationship embraces the notion 

that employees simultaneously have convergent and divergent interests with their employer. As 

such, those who take a pluralist perspective commit themselves to elucidating the ways (such 

as collective bargaining) through which that conflict is regulated (Godard, 2011). 

Although dissenting views exist (e.g., Thompson & Harley, 2007), there is broad 

agreement in literature that HRM theory generally has developed from a unitarist conception 

of the employment relationship (Greenwood & Van Buren, 2017; Geare et al., 2014; Bach, 

2013; Boselie, 2013; Edwards, 2013; Godard, 2011; Dundon & Gollan, 2007). The consensus 

orientation typical of HRM scholars, indeed of most management authors irrespective of their 

research focus, is that the manager is the main source of knowledge on corporate objectives and 

is, as such, endowed with the exclusive right to make decisions and issue directions (Kaufman, 

2008). This comment is not meant to imply that all HRM authors and professionals are 

explicitly committed to unitarism. Indeed, as Greenwood and Van Buren (2017: 663) noted, 

“whilst [within HRM circles] there is little overt discussion of unitarism or use of the term itself, 

unitarist assumptions provide the ideological underpinning of much contemporary mainstream 

HRM research and practice.” 

 

1 Fox’s work in this area has sometimes been misrepresented and interpreted (variously) as being about ‘kinds of 

workplaces’ or pertaining to ‘conflict in the workplace’. In fact, his contention was that unitarism (no consequential 

conflict between employers and employees), pluralism (regulatable conflict between employers and employees) 

and Marxism (irresolvable conflict between employers and employees) are perspectives held by parties to the 

employment relationship and give rise to employment relations patterns. 



320 

The unitarist view of firm governance that characterises orthodox HRM research and 

practice has its origins in scholarship from the early twentieth century and the ideas of 

luminaries such as Taylor, Ford, Fayol and the Gilbreths (Bowden, 2018). For some scholars, 

HRM’s unitarist premise is also a manifestation of the managerialist agenda that formed much 

of the impetus for the foundation of the discipline and distinguished it from Human Relations-

informed scholarship, which sought to accommodate discordant workplace interests (Batt & 

Banerjee, 2012; Brewster, 2007; Francis & Keegan, 2006). Whatever the case, a consequence 

of the contemporary unitarist perspective is de-emphasis on the part of scholars of employee 

perception of HRM practices. As such, and by way of example, some HRM researchers 

advocate single stakeholder (i.e., management) surveys rather than multiple stakeholder 

research (Delbridge & Keenoy, 2010; Becker & Huselid, 2006). For other like-minded authors, 

the consensus orientation of most HRM research provides defensible rationale for a top-down 

(management-controlled) form of workplace governance (Kaufman, 2008). For still others, 

HRM scholarship is so deeply unitarist in its tenets and outcomes that the two expressions 

(‘HRM’ and ‘unitarism’) have become synonymous (Greenwood & Van Buren, 2017; Keenoy 

1999). 

The assumption that labour and capital share vital interests and objectives that pervades 

much of HRM literature is perhaps best exemplified in Ulrich’s (1997) influential (4366 

citations at the time of writing) typology of the roles that human resource professionals fulfill 

concurrently. These roles include ‘Strategic Partner’, ‘Change Agent’ (in which the practitioner 

facilitates the turning of corporate objectives into results) and ‘Employee Champion’ (in which 

the practitioner identifies, and advocates for, the needs and expectations of employees but only 

insofar as doing so cultivates a corporate contribution). In other words, according to Ulrich and 

most HRM scholars after him, human resources professionals act simultaneously on behalf of 

employers and employees. The possibility that a clash of priorities arises in the concurrent 

discharge of these three assignments is not considered. In the same vein, the term ‘conflict’ 

does not appear in the Index of Ulrich’s book and, within the tome itself, the word ‘unions’ 

receives only a single and fleeting mention. 

HRM literature typically embodies three implicit and interrelated claims that arise from its 

unitarist premise (Greenwood & Van Buren, 2017; Geare, Edgar & McAndrew, 2006). First, 

authors in the domain assume that consequential firm actors each in fact hold a unitarist 

perspective for an employment relationship to exist (this is the descriptive, or empirical, claim, 

already noted). Second, HRM scholars promote commitment to a unitarist view as a generic 
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employer objective (normative claim) because, third, the practices flowing from such a 

perspective achieve superior organisational performance (instrumental claim). It is noteworthy 

that, far from being peripheral, the instrumental claim (the objective of improving firm, as 

opposed to employee, performance) is the raison d’être for much HRM research (Greenwood 

& Van Buren, 2017; Geare, Edgar & McAndrew, 2006). Specifically, scholars typically 

recommend to managers that they adopt HRM policies that are lumped together under the 

umbrella phrase ‘high commitment systems’ to increase employee commitment to corporate 

objectives (Park, Bae & Wong, 2019) and ‘high performance work practices’ (Nientied & 

Shutina, 2017) to improve employee output. Examples of such policies include performance 

appraisal and development methods (Schleicher et al., 2018), as well as protocols aimed at, for 

example, union suppression and substitution (Dundon, 2016). In such cases, the unitarist 

(managerial) bias is, perhaps paradoxically, both implicit and transparent. 

Notably under the pen of critical management authors (e.g., Collings & Wood, 2018) and 

industrial relations scholars (e.g., Wilkinson, Redman & Dundon, 2017), critique of HRM 

research and practice has developed along several lines.2 While the former authors tend to see 

in HRM practice a form of soft enslavement of employees, the latter admonish HRM 

researchers for failing to recognise the existence of legitimate employee interests that are 

irreconcilable with corporate ones. Critical evaluation of HRM scholarship on ethical grounds 

has also proved to be a prominent theme in literature (e.g., Greenwood, 2013). Whatever the 

case, more germane to the present argument are denunciations focusing specifically on HRM’s 

unitarist-perspective underpinnings. Indeed, authors have argued that the three aforementioned 

claims (descriptive, normative and instrumental) made in HRM literature are unverified, 

incoherent and unsubstantiated. These critiques will now be discussed. 

The HRM unitarist assumption (identified as the aforementioned descriptive claim), that 

the interests of parties to the employment relationship are aligned with respect to matters of 

consequence, has received more critical attention than HRM studies’ other foundational tenets. 

For example, already fifty-five years ago, Fox (1966: 4) argued that the unitarist ideology, 

which he saw as consubstantial to management literature, was an illusion “incongruent with 

reality.” In a similar vein, Anthony (1977: 252) held that unitarism had been abandoned by 

“sophisticated managers.” If Anthony’s conclusion ever had empirical support, it no longer 

 

2 As things stand, ‘critical human resource management’ has emerged as a subfield of research. 
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does. Indeed, after surveying 798 firms in Ireland and New Zealand, Geare et al. (2014: 14-15) 

found that, among those reporting an opinion, most managers believed unitarism to be an apt 

description of their workplaces. Moore and Gardener (2004) reported the same finding about 

managers within the Australian metal mining industry. 

The tendency of managers to view the employment relationship in unitarist terms is 

unsurprising. For those with governance and stewardship responsibilities, acknowledging 

legitimate competing interest in a workplace inevitably undermines their efforts to unite 

employees in the pursuit of a set of corporate objectives. As such, unitarism is well interpreted 

as a consequence of a neoliberal philosophy concerning management. In this regard, Friedman’s 

(1970) (in)famous essay is revealing: if the primary responsibility of managers is to increase 

profits, they can only reject responsibility for, and in fact existence of, diverging interests within 

the firms they oversee. However, there is evidence that, whatever the case concerning the limits 

of management’s role, employees mostly do not view their workplaces as being instantiations 

of unitarist hegemony. For example, in the same study that reported managers’ preference for 

unitarism, Geare et al. (2014) found that employees mostly believed that the umbrella term 

pluralism well described their firm culture and protocols. Furthermore, they also found that 

most managers, when asked to describe the employment relationship in capitalist market 

economies (and not merely that existing in their own firm) considered pluralism a better 

descriptor than unitarism. In other words, managers often view their own workplace as an 

outlier case in an overall pluralist societal landscape. 

A substantial stream of HRM literature investigates the benefit for employers of involving 

employees in decision making through employee participation, workplace partnership and 

workplace democracy programmes (e.g., Saridakis, Lai & Johnstone, 2020; Timming, 2014; 

Knudsen, Busck & Lind, 2011). Whatever the merits of such schemes, a scholarly interest in 

the effect on firm performance of a system of joint regulation within firms is at odd with the 

unitarist basis typical of HRM scholarship (Greenwood & Van Buren, 2017: 668). Further, 

admitting the existence of multiple contributors to organisational objectives within firms is only 

a short conceptual step from acknowledging diverging, if perhaps temporary or reconcilable, 

interests between capital and labour. Moreover, evidence for such misalignment of management 

and employee perception of prevailing ideology, comparable to that reported in Geare et al. 

(2014), has started to be reported in literature (e.g., Kohoe & Wright, 2013; Liao et al, 2009). 

The normative claim of HRM research (the view that unitarism is a desirable outcome for 

employers) represents tacit recognition that unitarism as a natural or base state is not a faithful 
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depiction of the employment relationship. Indeed, recommending as a norm a situation that 

already and, according to HRM orthodoxy, spontaneously and necessarily exists is paradoxical 

(Geare, Edgar & McAndrew, 2006: 1192). More bluntly, if the interests of employees and 

employers are shared by the mere circumstance of each of these actors being party to the 

employment relationship, then advice to align these interests is inutile and effort to realise that 

alignment wasted. In this sense, the unitarist normative claim of HRM scholarship undermines 

its descriptive claim because it is an indirect yet plain admission that workplace interests do not 

naturally align. Rather, as Greenwood and Van Buren (2017: 671) argue, the normative claim 

merely highlights that the so-called ‘shared interests’ of HRM-informed discourse are those 

that managers define and that employees have to ‘share’ (i.e., accept). 

The instrumental claim of HRM literature supports its normative aspect and, as such, is 

another manifestation of the aforementioned contradiction concerning recommending 

something that exists spontaneously (or as part of the natural order). It is noteworthy that, to 

the extent that HRM scholars embrace the orthodoxy of their discipline, they establish unitarism 

as the default perspective for managers. In so doing, they make two related assertions. First, 

HRM policies and practices enhance alignment of employer and employee interests. Second, 

alignment of employer and employee interests produces superior firm performance. The latter 

outcome is typically said to be delivered indirectly, moderated by constructs and variables such 

as organisational cohesiveness, enhanced workforce commitment to the firm and increased 

employee motivation (Jia et al., 2020; Bowen & Ostroff, 2016; Rudman, 2010; Whitener, 

2001). 

Casual workplace observation or a brief conversation with a manager (or other firm actor) 

provides evidence that HRM policies, sometimes referred to collectively as a ‘HRM system’, 

are often ineffective or at least overhyped. Indeed, and more formally, while there are a few 

studies reporting a significant positive correlation between the practice of archetypal HRM 

policies and organisational performance (e.g., Moideenkutty, Al‐Lamki, & Sree Rama Murthy, 

2011), a meta-analysis of HRM effectiveness research has produced disquieting findings. 

Specifically, Tzabbar, Tzafrir and Baruch (2017), after analysing 89 studies, found a negligible 

association between so-called sophisticated HRM policies and corporate performance. These 

researchers attributed almost all the variation in their study’s dependent variable to the 

contribution of constructs such as context, firm size and executive skill. For other scholars, the 

malaise is more fundamental inasmuch as it is not even clear how to assess the efficacy of an 

HRM system. For example, following a review of 495 research articles, Boon, Den Hartog and 
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Lepak (2019) found that the construct of an HRM system (as distinct from individual practices) 

is ill-defined and that there is inadequate agreement about the nature and scope of the effects of 

the HRM function on firm performance and how to measure such effects. 

An additional reason to question a purportedly positive association between the existence 

of so-called sophisticated (e.g., high performance) HRM policies and firm performance comes, 

paradoxically, from HRM research itself. Specifically and as noted, the fact that there is 

evidence that such things as employee participation, inclusion and workplace democracy 

produce broad corporate benefit (e.g., Knudsen, Busck & Lind, 2011; Timming, 2014) is also 

evidence that notions of ubiquitous managerial control are, if not entirely ill-conceived, at least 

on the wrong track. Indeed, this corpus of scholarship represents an implicit acknowledgement 

that employees harbour interests that are not spontaneously known by their firm’s management 

(since they need to be voiced through democratic processes). Such admission that managers do 

not know everything – and certainly not everything about what matters to their employees – is 

incongruent with the idea that it is possible to manage employees based on a unitarist 

perspective of the employment relationship (the framework that HRM scholars typically 

embrace). In these circumstances, human resources managers find themselves compromised. 

The lion’s share of recommendations within their standard texts arises from a unitarist 

perspective of the employment relationship; however, they are also sometimes thrown 

curveballs departing from such orthodoxy in the form of advice about workplace democracy, 

inclusion, employee participation and the like. In practice, improved firm performance is an 

unlikely outcome of this kind of inconsistent stance. As Strauss (2001: 892) put it, “workers, 

managers (and even vice-presidents) will resist managerial policies they do not like” or the 

logic of which they do not understand. 

In summary, mainstream HRM scholarship manifests a unitarist perspective through 

making three kinds of claims (descriptive: unitarism is an adequate characterisation of the 

employment relationship; normative: the employment relationship should be unitarist; and 

instrumental: the unitarist employment relationship is beneficial to employers). However, as 

some have noted, there are reasons to doubt the validity of the empirical claim (which a stream 

of HRM research undermines), the normative assertion is at odd with the descriptive one, and 

the validity of the instrumental proposition is, at best, uncertain (undecidable for some). Those 

authors who recommend that HRM research benefits from leadership scholarship (and that the 

encounters that human resource managers have within workplaces are instantiations of 
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leadership) ignore this kind of ambiguity. The discussion now turns to probing further this 

conundrum. 

Leadership, language and authority 

Providing a characterisation of leadership applicable to all relevant encounters has been a 

challenging endeavour. In the absence of consensus about the construct’s essential nature, 

theories of leadership have proliferated over the last decades, each based on differing analyses 

of the relationship and accompanied with its own set of recommendations for aspiring leaders. 

Scholars attempting syntheses of the existing disparate frameworks have found that the most 

they can offer is schemes which situate models on arbitrary axes (e.g., Dionne et al., 2014; 

Hernandez et al., 2011). While such classification endeavour assists leadership researchers in 

identifying overlooked (as well as overworked) research areas and in connecting these with 

issues from other bodies of knowledge (including HRM), it does not offer guidance on how to 

reconcile the phenomenon of leadership with the notion of effective HRM. 

Eschewing difficulties associated with proposing an overall definition of leadership, Joullié 

et al. (2021) note that leadership situations are mediated through co-constructed communication 

processes and rest exclusively on voluntary obedience (these points are widely accepted in 

literature; see for example Antonakis et al., 2016; Choi & Schnurr, 2014; Kouzes & Posner, 

2012; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003). Indeed, if leaders could force 

others into behaving in certain ways, they would not be called leaders but, depending on 

context, dictators, autocrats, bullies, police officers, managers or other terms associated with 

the possibility of coercion. As such, leaders are individuals capable of convincing, inspiring or 

emboldening others to follow their instructions, that is, to act in ways that they (the leaders) 

prescribe but have no institutionally conferred (sometimes identified as ‘legitimate’) ability to 

enforce. Such directions typically pertain to problems with which followers are grappling and 

that leaders propose, in convincing ways, to address (Carmeli, Gelbard & Reiter-Palmon, 2013). 

As part of this unfolding, followers subordinate, at least temporarily, a degree of their personal 

independence to group or corporate norms in tackling situations that they deem unsatisfactory 

(Spillane & Joullié, 2015). 

Followers follow: they consent to, and act upon, their leader’s directions because they agree 

with the detail and general intent of these communications. This phenomenon enabled Joullié 

et al. (2021) to propose a linguistic model through which exchanges can be analysed as denoting 

leadership as opposed to other relationships in which one party dominates (or seeks to 
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dominate) another. Specifically, leadership exchanges are, in large measure, regulated by 

language elements that are designed to produce voluntary obedience, but which exclude orders, 

threats, warnings and other common means of coercion. Since workplace interactions are 

mediated through language and involve obedience (or at least compliance with established 

processes), the model advanced by Joullié et al. (2021) is appropriate for determining whether 

HRM-regulated relationships are compatible with leadership encounters. 

The framework proposed by Joullié et al. (2021) invokes a hierarchy of linguistic functions, 

the tiers of which are ordered according to the principle of logical entailment. In this case, 

logical entailment means that use of a function of a given level cannot occur without activation 

of lower echelon functions. Further, each function is activated at either of two possible 

antithetical values (see Table 1).3 Relevant language functions – portrayed as tiers on the 

hierarchy – are description, argumentation, prescription and (at the apex) promises. In verbal 

exchange, interacting parties activate these functions in different and possibly non coherent and 

conflicting ways. Specifically, descriptions can be either true or not-true (or partly so), 

arguments valid or non-valid, recommendations founded or unfounded and promises 

responsible or non-responsible (these are the aforementioned antithetical values).4 

Level Function Content 
Values 

Authoritative Authoritarian 

4 Promissory Promises Responsibility Non-responsibility 

3 Prescriptive Recommendations Founded Non-founded 

2 Argumentative Justifications Valid Non-valid 

1 Descriptive Descriptions Truth Non-truth 

Table 1: Main functions of language, their content and possible values (adapted from Joullié et al., 

2021). 

Joullié et al. (2021) argue that since leadership entails exclusively voluntary obedience, it 

emerges and develops most consequentially from communications that listeners find 

 

3 As originally conceived, antithetical values for each of these functions were established as dichotomous or binary 

in nature and not, for example, as being continuously scaled. 

4 These formulations draw on the Aristotelian elemental laws of identity (something is ‘A’ or ‘non A’), non-

contradiction (if something is ‘A’, it cannot simultaneously be ‘non A’) and excluded middle (for every 

proposition, either it or its direct negation must be true). Hence, terms such as ‘true’ and ‘non true’ as opposed to 

‘true’ and ‘false’, etc. are invoked. 
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convincing. Acknowledging that no language guarantees persuasion, the same authors hold that 

the suasory power of those aspiring to lead is maximised when they advance (and are 

acknowledged for doing so by their prospective followers) true descriptions, sound arguments, 

justified prescriptions and responsible promises. Building on Friedrich’s (1963; 1972) theory 

of authority, Joullié et al. (2021) classify such a deployment of words and phraseology as 

authoritative and its antithesis authoritarian. This dichotomy of language use is central to the 

argument being defended here and therefore requires elaboration. 

Friedrich (1963; 1972) rejected the view that authority is a dimension of power, legitimate 

or otherwise (Spillane & Joullié, 2021). In so doing, he placed himself at odds with authors 

such as Weber (1947), Barnard (1938) and Simon (1976) and, more broadly, with prevailing 

orthodoxy. Specifically, for him, authority is a quality of a communication that makes a missive 

acceptable. Friedrich (1963: 224) proposed that a communication is authoritative (as opposed 

to authoritarian) when it is accompanied by reasonable elaboration, or at least is able to be 

reasonably elaborated.5 This capacity for reasoned elaboration is in terms of ‘the opinions, 

values, beliefs, interests and needs of the community within which the authority operates’ 

(Friedrich, 1963: 226). In authoritative exchanges, communications are recognised, if at times 

implicitly, as being supported by reasons why the content of the missive is desirable (see the 

example provided in footnote 5). That is, authoritative communications are those that are 

supported by reasons why their acceptance should be granted. This requirement applies to 

speakers who establish their bona fides as authoritative when they reasonably elaborate their 

views in such a way that the messages they advance are willingly accepted. Perhaps 

paradoxically (and as indicated), authoritative individuals are not authoritarian. Indeed, they 

welcome critical debate and facilitate its realisation. By contrast, individuals in positions of 

institutionalised (legitimate) power are able to enforce obedience without engaging in reasoned 

elaboration. They do so (to varying degrees) through means such as commands, threats, 

coercion and manipulation. 

According to Friedrich’s (1972) perspective, power and authority are conceptually related 

and often work synergistically. Moreover, each can be viewed as manifesting obedience. 

However, each is distinguishable because authority is a source, rather than a form, of power. 

Specifically, it is a quality of individuals and their communications that supports and augments 

 

5 For example, A says to B: ‘go and wash your hands’. The parties to this exchange each know (without so stating) 

that such a missive could be associated with rationale (i.e., reasonably elaborated) if required. 
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their power, but it is not itself legitimate power. Indeed, authority is not legitimate power 

because legitimate power exists without reasonable elaboration (Friedrich, 1963: 226-227). 

Such situations arise when incumbents do not elaborate or justify their communications (or 

have stopped doing so). In workplaces, what is required for managers to be authoritative is a 

demonstration or a conviction that they offer useful guidance in facilitating the attainment of 

collective goals. Managers who have ‘lost their authority’ have thus lost a form of their power 

because their communications are deficient. This kind of deficiency emerges when managers 

cease to engage in reasoned elaboration (‘do as I say or else…’) or because the values of their 

listeners have changed in such a way as to make their (the managers’) arguments less 

convincing (Spillane & Joullié, 2021). 

The linguistic framework defended by Joullié et al. (2021) indicates that those aspiring to 

workplace leadership have constrained language use options. Specifically, engaging in 

reasoned elaboration to create authoritative communications requires describing situations 

accurately and completely, using sound arguments to obtain cooperation (but always being at 

ease with conclusions and recommendations being challenged). As noted, people weigh 

personal independence against group effectiveness; that is, they grant authority pursuant to 

achieving a collective objective or refuse to do so in the name of personal independence. 

Expressed differently, aspiring leaders, as opposed to authoritarians, appreciate the existence 

of the conflict, within their listeners, between an aspiration for independence and the desire to 

make a corporate contribution. They seek to ease this tension through invoking a language that 

facilitates a common analysis of existing problems and a shared embrace of solutions. 

Those already in positions of institutionalised power can aspire to leadership by issuing 

authoritative communications. They can also elect to invoke words and phraseology with 

incorrect or incomplete descriptions, fallacious arguments and sophisms in an effort to appear 

authoritative. Unlike aspiring leaders, however, they have the possibility to call on orders if 

they are content being perceived as transparently authoritarian. Orders need to be 

communicated and, if need be, confirmed or clarified. They need not, however, require 

reasonable elaboration, because execution of a direction entails understanding but not consent 

or conviction that the instruction will have desirable consequences. As such, when orders are 

delivered, whatever tension between autonomy and heteronomy that exists in those to whom 

they are directed is resolved through coercion. In essence, speakers who rely on orders do not 

secure authority in Friedrich's (1963) sense, that is, as reasoned elaboration. Rather, they are 

incumbents as opposed to leaders because they are able to produce obedience without consent. 



329 

Unlike those who follow because they agree with what their leader says, subordinates obey 

without necessarily perceiving that the missive is accompanied by reasonable elaboration or 

that such justification is likely to be forthcoming. 

Conceiving workplace leadership as a relationship resting on authoritative exchanges does 

not assume either the existence or non-existence of a divergence of interests within the 

employment relationship. In other words, the perspective of leadership proposed by Joullié et 

al. (2021), as well as Friedrich’s (1963; 1972) theory of authority, is neutral in that it does not 

require that one adopt either a unitarist or pluralist perspective of the employment relationship 

(to use Fox’s parlance). However, a conception of leadership as grounded in authority implies 

that whatever interest misalignment exists between labour and capital, it is temporarily, and at 

least partially, regulatable through obtaining agreement about a corporate policy or managerial 

decision. Agreement of this kind is possible because, even according to a pluralist perspective, 

policies and decisions are often deemed reasonable (in the sense of rational, ethical, desirable 

and acceptable) by parties to the employment relationship (Joullié & Spillane, 2021). 

In summary, if leadership entails exclusively voluntary obedience and if authority is 

understood as the quality of a communication that makes it acceptable because it is able to be 

reasonably elaborated, then it follows that leadership is established and maintained by way of 

authoritative language. Further, authoritative language is that which relies on true descriptions, 

valid arguments and justified advice, and which culminates in responsible promises embedded 

in, and developed through, critical debate. Conversely, authoritarian language involves non-

true, biased or incomplete descriptions, fallacious arguments, unjustified recommendations and 

orders, and, ultimately, irresponsible promises (Joullié et al., 2021: 10-11). 

Human resource management in the leadership mirror 

In workplaces, incumbents of high office tend to see themselves as superior individuals and not 

mere holders of positions in power structures (Treiman, 2013). Accordingly, they are inclined 

to believe that they are being obeyed because they have leadership qualities and not owing to 

their prosaic ability to reward and punish. However, if all those able to enforce obedience 

qualified as leaders, tyrants, bullies and authoritarian bureaucrats would have a claim on the 

title. Yet, as the terminology plainly indicates, being a leader entails having followers, not 

merely subordinates. This observation, of course, does not preclude the possibility that being a 

subordinate fits comfortably with being a follower. 
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As far as creating leadership exchanges is concerned, most managers start from a 

favourable position. Specifically, their hierarchical position, which entails the power to give 

orders and enforce their execution, is compatible with (indeed, normally requires) that they be 

perceived as competent decision-makers. To ensure their directions are executed, managers 

often make the necessary effort to engage in reasonable elaboration to convince (to a greater or 

lesser extent) listeners that their communications are acceptable on moral, empirical and logical 

grounds (typically in this order). Expressed differently, most managers have the choice of being 

authoritarian (when they issue commands) or authoritative (when they elaborate and discuss 

them). However (and as explained), only the latter communication style creates leadership 

conditions.6 

Unlike most of their colleagues, human resources managers aspiring to achieve leadership 

encounters face a formidable challenge. Indeed, their communications are constrained by the 

unitarist perspective which underpins the body of ideas and practices that they are meant to be 

conversant with, and advocate for. In other words, HRM theory informs and frames what these 

managers say and do. As such, human resources managers, if they want to be faithful 

representatives of their discipline and practitioners of the policies it justifies, convey and 

promote the descriptive, normative and instrumental contentions that are core to the HRM 

agenda. In so doing, they advance propositions that are, for reasons detailed earlier in this 

article, vulnerable to empirical refutation, in addition to forming a logically incoherent 

discourse. Specifically, seen through the lens of the linguistic hierarchy defended in Joullié et 

al (2021), the descriptive statements of human resources managers concerning the unitarist 

nature of the employment relationship will be received as dubious at best. Moreover, given such 

uncertain description, their defence of a unitarism perspective of the employment relationship 

is a losing struggle. Consequently, their recommendations to implement HRM-informed 

policies will be assessed as unjustified and their promise of ensuing firm performance 

improvement non-responsible. Indeed, rhetoric delivering such missives has under-developed 

rationale, i.e., lacks credible empirical support and is associated with spurious logic. 

 

6 Circumstances restrict, at least partially, managerial discretion. Specifically, since reasonable elaboration requires 

time (to prepare for and engage in constructive discussions), conditions which require urgent action typically call 

for orders (which can be revisited later and found suboptimal), whereas those involving medium to long-term 

concerns or recurring difficulties leave room for argument and critical debate (Stern et al., 2016). 
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Deprived of rationale, human resources managers find their ability to speak authoritative 

language severely compromised, especially when confronted by argumentative colleagues. In 

this regard, it is noteworthy that use of high performance work practices correlates with firm 

performance only when mediated by an organizational climate characterised by openness, 

acceptance of confrontation, trust and autonomy (Muduli, 2015). These features are hallmarks 

of authoritative exchanges, but since they are inimical to the orthodoxy of managerialism 

supported by the HRM function (Spillane & Joullié, 2021; Batt & Banerjee, 2012), it is doubtful 

whether practices which actually improve firm performance should be viewed as an 

embodiment of mainstream HRM. Whatever the case, struggling to establish their authority, 

the garden variety human resources manager is left to resort to orders, that is, authoritarian 

language, to have directions executed and policies implemented. In adopting such a 

communication style, she weakens – to the point of annihilation – her claims to leadership 

status. Similar comments apply to line managers, insofar as they engage in and communicate 

about HRM-related activities. 

The incompatibility of HRM’s unitarist foundation with leadership practice exonerates line 

managers from the charge (noted in the Introduction) that they either lack enthusiasm for HRM-

informed policies or the skill required for implementing such policies. In fact, one can 

commiserate with managers tasked with defending practices and conveying communications, 

the underpinnings and content of which undermine the authority that they typically seek to 

establish on non-HRM related matters. Similarly, the “failing grade” (Kaufman, 2012) awarded 

to managers’ effort to turn HRM policies into effective practices attests more to their dedication 

to elaborate reasonably their communications than to a professional deficiency. 

The paucity of evidence for its descriptive and instrumental claims, combined with its 

internal contradictions, makes it challenging to defend the proposition that HRM discourse is 

compatible with authoritative language. As has long been apparent in literature (e.g., 

Greenwood & Van Buren, 2017; Geare et al., 2014; Godard, 2011; Anthony, 1977; Fox, 1966, 

1974), the credibility of HRM’s message is beyond repair in the eyes of those scholars and 

employees not seduced by managerialism. Indeed, for the sceptics, no amount of leadership 

“sensegiving” (Nishii & Paluch, 2018) will rehabilitate the HRM construct. Rather, the more 

scholars and professionals advocate for and adopt leadership behaviours (be they of the 

authentic or transformational kind), that is, the more they seek to establish and promote their 

authority by way of true statements, valid reasoning, justified advice and responsible promises, 

the less attractive orthodox HRM discourse appears. 
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The current authors do not cast aspersions on the intentions of HRM professionals and 

scholars. Indeed, there is no reason to believe that leadership aspirations of human resources 

managers and the desire of HRM researchers to integrate their discipline with leadership studies 

are cynical or disingenuous. Rather, the thesis here defended is that, in a nutshell, the strictures 

of HRM theory have been overlooked as needing adjustment in efforts to reconcile the 

discipline with leadership encounters. For “deplorable” (Leroy et al., 2018) and “surprising” 

(den Hartog & Boon, 2013) as it is for some scholars, such disconnect is a logical (and thus 

unavoidable) consequence of the discipline’s managerialist foundations. 

Conclusion: Confronting human resource leadership 

In a sense, albeit probably not that intended by the authors whose works were referred to in the 

introduction of the present article, integrating leadership with HRM does produce new insights. 

Specifically, it reveals that leadership, contrary to these scholars’ portrayals, is not the ideal 

relational embodiment of HRM policies derived from orthodox HRM theory. Rather, for 

“human resource leadership” (Leroy et al., 2018: 255) to exist, the underpinning assumptions 

of HRM theory need challenging. There are four reasons to hold such a view. 

First, HRM, as a body of ideas, practices and research agendas, emanates from a unitarist 

perspective of the employment relationship, one in which employer and employee interests (or 

at least the most consequential of these) align. Accordingly, HRM scholars and practitioners 

consider conflict between capital and labour as ill-founded and the result of employee 

misunderstanding or ill-intention, or attribute it to mismanagement. To remedy such 

organisational dysfunction, HRM scholars advance, test and promote (and HRM professionals 

implement) theory-driven policies. In so doing, they perhaps unwittingly advance two 

ideological agendas: a unitarist perspective is ethically desirable (normative claim) when, 

within a workplace, there is broad commitment to a unitarist view of the employment 

relationship, organisational performance improves (instrumental claim). 

Second, the three claims that structure HRM scholarship and policies have inadequate 

empirical support and entail spurious logic. Specifically, research (e.g., Geare et al., 2014) 

indicates that the descriptive claim (according to which workplace participants mostly view the 

employment relation in unitarist terms) is not embraced by employees insofar as it concerns 

their own employment circumstances. Simultaneously, managers typically believe that they 

preside over unitarist workplaces whereas other equivalent milieus are generally pluralist in 

their orientation. Further, the normative claim (according to which workplace participants 
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should be compelled, or at least encouraged, to view the employment relationship as unitarist) 

contradicts the descriptive claim, because it is illogical to want to change something into what 

it already is. Finally, the instrumental claim (making firms unitarist improves their 

performance), in addition to contradicting the descriptive view, has received at best lukewarm 

empirical support. 

Third, since it entails only voluntary obedience, leadership is a relationship grounded in 

authority understood as a source (not a form) of power, that is, authority conceived as the 

capacity for, and competence with, reasonable elaboration. Indeed, short of coercing their 

audience (an approach antithetical to leadership encounters, for reasons provided), those who 

aspire to lead can only seek to convince those who listen to them that their communications are 

reasonable and thus acceptable, if only to overcome particular issues with which the group is 

grappling. To achieve authoritativeness, speakers activate specific language functions in 

distinctive ways. More precisely, and although no phraseology forms guarantee persuasiveness, 

those aspiring to leadership maximise their claim to authority by communicating with their 

audience in a language of true descriptions, valid arguments, justified prescriptions and 

responsible promises. By contrast, a language of non-true, incomplete or biased descriptions, 

deceptive or spurious arguments, baseless recommendations (and orders without justification), 

culminating in non-responsible promises characterises authoritarian speakers. 

Fourth, and consequently, individuals who speak within the constraints of mainstream 

HRM theory cannot establish authority and, as such, cannot secure leadership status. Indeed, 

the doubts about its descriptive and instrumental claims, combined with the contradictions that 

exist between these claims and the descriptive assumption of HRM theory, make achieving 

authority elusive when attempted within the confines of HRM-informed discourse. In such 

circumstances, managers will not convince a critical audience of the reasonableness of HRM 

policies; rather, they will have to impose their regimes through executive orders. In so doing, 

they act as authoritarian decision-makers. Some soften such a modus operandum through 

invoking the expression ‘managerialism’ (cf. Spillane & Joullié, 2021). This conclusion is 

consistent with the managerialist ideology of HRM theory. 

As it stands, an HRM-informed discourse does not pass the authoritativeness test in the 

eyes of a critical and dispassionate audience expecting a strong base of evidence and respect of 

the principles of logic. This deficiency prevents those advocating for the HRM agenda from 

securing workplace leadership status. It follows that, if HRM scholars are serious about 

enriching their discipline through drawing on the insights of leadership studies, they need to 
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revisit their perspective of the employment relationship. Among the three claims that underpin 

and frame the HRM agenda, the descriptive one is the first candidate for reappraisal, since it is 

often singled-out as being the most fundamental to the discipline (e.g., Greenwood & Van 

Buren, 2017; Godard, 2011). 

HRM scholars pursuing ‘human resource leadership’ are confronted with the perhaps 

inconvenient conclusion that the unitarist perspective of the employment relationship that gave 

birth to their discipline is also a consequential impediment to the realisation of their vision. 

Their mission is to reconcile within a pluralist frame of reference those elements of their theory 

and practice that are, for whatever reason, effective. They have a head start in this endeavour. 

Indeed (and as noted), employees already mostly embrace pluralism and managers themselves 

already believe that other workplaces are, unlike their own, environments of pluralist 

hegemony. 
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First things first: Unselfconscious corporate virtuosity and 

corporate performance 

Abstract 

Since Milton Friedman’s halcyon days, business ethics scholarship has moved away from 

debate about whether there is a link between innate, unselfconscious (or unpublicised) corporate 

virtuosity and corporate performance, without really resolving the matter in any compelling 

way. As such, relevant scholarship now mostly addresses an array of second-order matters 

including, in particular, how virtuosity is, or should be, communicated. These latter topics, as 

consequential as they are, loose some of their urgency if corporations acting ethically without 

seeking credit for so doing improve their performance. This article investigates the relationship 

between unselfconscious corporate virtuosity and corporate performance using a novel 

methodology. It reveals that unselfconscious corporate virtuosity is associated with better 

corporate performance. 

Introduction 

There are two big-picture, intertwined and long-running debates in management literature 

concerning corporate citizenship behaviour. The first debate, broadly speaking, is about 

whether being perceived as ethical is best interpreted as a mostly disingenuous plan deployed 

for commercial advantage or is, in fact, typically instituted as genuinely altruistic (Bronn and 

Vrioni, 2001; Amazeen, 2011). This area of conjecture is essentially about executive 

commitment to corporate social responsibility and being a good corporate citizen. The second 

debate, once again broadly speaking, is about whether doing good leads, in and of itself, 

necessarily to better organisation performance. It is noteworthy that the second concern 

switches the focus of the debate from motivation to outcomes. 
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The twin conundrums of motivation and outcomes remain alive and well, mostly for 

methodological reasons. To understand what keeps them animated, it is instructive to reflect on 

the parallel enigmas concerning human morality. In the case of motivation, one age-old problem 

is embodied in the proposition that ‘the really virtuous person is the one who does good when 

nobody is watching’, or, as Noel Coward formulated it, ‘a gentleman is the one who uses a 

butter knife when he dines alone.’ In the case of outcomes, there are multiple axioms, such as 

(from Aesop) ‘no act of kindness, no matter how small is ever wasted’ or the contrasting adage, 

often attributed to Oscar Wilde, that ‘no good deed goes unpunished.’ 

Hypotheses concerning the motivation for, and outcomes of, good corporate citizenship 

are, at least in certain contexts, often unfalsifiable. Insofar as the former of these (motivation) 

is concerned, the problem is axiomatically that to gain evidence that one is ‘doing good’, 

evidence-gathering is required. To the extent that a person is aware they either are, or might be, 

scrutinised, they become ‘more-good’. In some circumstances, there is a way to resolve this 

dilemma, variants of which have been tried and reported on (Loughbron et al, 2009; Huang et 

al, 2014; Breuer, Knetcsh & Salzman, 2018). For example, the researcher could, at least in 

theory, create a paradigm where data about the ‘relative goodness’ of their subject is being 

collected surreptitiously so that a control is established for that same subject’s overtly-examined 

exemplary acts. The idea here (and assuming some appropriately defended points of external 

reference) is that where the purportedly virtuous person manifests no significant difference 

between how decent they are when being watched versus not being so inspected, they are, in 

fact, an authentically good person. Creating an equivalent protocol for corporate entities is more 

problematic. Indeed, there are compelling reasons to believe that consequential elements of firm 

operations are never really secret, a point made by Breuer, Knetsch and Salzman (2018). For 

firms (as opposed to people), there is also additional complexity when it comes to determining 

what ‘good’ really means. This line of inquiry, which has a controversial history, finds its 
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modern origins in Milton Friedman’s (1970) contention that firms must certainly operate legally 

but nonetheless do nothing more than create profit. Furthermore, for corporations, which 

formally (in one way or another) assign cost to their activity, doing ‘undirected’ good without 

appropriate planning is, in a sense, akin to spending money without a budget, perhaps 

paradoxically not so good. This matter is often glossed over in debate about the rational and 

justification for Corporate Social Responsibility (Banerjee, 2008; Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). 

Musings about what corporate goodness really is has come to be associated with various 

generic, and somewhat irreconcilable, positions. Protagonists in these feuds find inspiration, on 

the one hand, in the Kantian ideal of universal principles of virtue and, on the other, in 

utilitarianism, the notion that an action is justified if it maximises utility for the greatest number 

(Chun, 2017). This debate, as pressing as it is in other contexts, is distracting for current 

purposes in that reflection on the nature of virtue is not reflection on corporate virtue’s 

consequences. Assuming that a subset of firms within a sector do more relative good than others 

or engage in comparatively more corporate social responsibility for whatever reason (and 

however defined), the second conundrum comes in to play. Namely, and to repeat, what are the 

innate organisational performance effects (outcomes) of doing good? In this question, the term 

‘innate’ refers to effects that occur without any deliberate effort to draw attention to them being 

carried out. 

In this article, a new perspective of how to assess an elemental feature of firm ethical 

conduct is presented and road-tested with data from Fortune-500 firms. The new perspective 

invokes the notion of transparency, a word which appeared in the management lexicon in the 

1960s but, as far as the current authors can tell, has not been well capitalised upon by those 

wrestling with conceptions of corporate honesty and how such conceptions are manifest. 

Certainly, the construct has not been operationalised in the way to be defended in the present 

study, through use of what is known in analytic philosophy circles as the analytic-synthetic 
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distinction. This dichotomy prescribes that, in a literal sense, truth-bearing propositions are one 

of two and only two kinds: analytic and synthetic (the meaning of these terms is discussed in 

the following pages). As will be shown, the analytic-synthetic dichotomy is well adapted to the 

challenge of establishing a novel measure of corporate honesty. Further, its invocation allows 

for new light to be shed on a debate that has become stale or at least sidelined. Specifically, the 

distinction is apposite to inquire into the second aforementioned dilemma, that which concerns 

outcomes. This matter is, for reasons to be explained, better viewed as a first-order issue when 

it comes to business ethics. In a nutshell, it embeds the following question: does being 

unselfconsciously virtuous (or virtuous without seeking credit for so-being) lead to better 

corporate performance? 

The structure of this article is as follows. First, an overview of the intellectual history of 

key concepts which are used to create this study’s framework is exposed. Second, the research 

question is formally presented. Third, the methodology for the study is described and defended. 

Fourth, the study’s results are presented. Fifth, in the discussion and conclusion, these findings 

are reflected on and placed in context. Although they provide insight into what is referred to 

here as a first order issue (the innate corporate virtuosity – corporate performance relationship), 

such results should not be viewed as the last word concerning the phenomenon on which they 

bear. 

Corporate Virtuosity and Financial Performance: A Sidetracked Debate 

Debate about corporate social responsibility (CSR) has broadened over the last 50 years. 

In the 1970s, largely under the pen of Milton Friedman, the matter was mostly framed as 

pertaining to whether being virtuous was good for profit (Banerjee, 2008). However, in recent 

times, CSR has emerged as an imperative on its own and concern about whether it increases 

organisational performance has become largely inconsequential (Amazeen, 2011). Yet, the link 

between CSR and firm performance is a first order issue. Its side-lining is unfortunate, because 
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it decouples conjecture about corporate virtuosity from pressing strategic concerns, thus 

impeding understanding. Specifically, if it emerges that philanthropy is bad for the bottom-line, 

then if firm principals (or their agents, according to Freidman and his acolytes of the Chicago 

School7) decide to use an entity’s prosperity to benefit other parties and, in so doing, advantage 

themselves, the character of CSR debate changes. As such, if doing good is not conducive to 

organisational performance, conjecture about its relevance is mostly deliberation about the 

nature of good, or righteousness (à la Kant versus utilitarianism, etc.), and how (when 

operationalised as a variable) the construct can be fully manifested. However, as things stand, 

the state of knowledge about the first-order issue – the innate link between unselfconscious 

corporate virtuosity and corporate performance8 – is unconfirmed and not tackled head-on in 

relevant literature (Amazeen, 2011). 

Debate about the virtuosity-performance connection has splintered in recent years. It has 

become somewhat derailed by concerns about the performance-related value of being perceived 

as corporately responsible, with the key word here being ‘perceived’ (Tata & Prasad, 2014). 

For example, there is a corpus of work addressing how entities use communication strategies 

to portray themselves as corporately responsible (e.g., Brammer & Pavellin, 2004; Dawkins & 

Nguniri, 2008; Highhouse et al., 2009; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Zadek et al., 2007, 1997). 

Conjecture here is focused mostly on theory development pertaining to CSR (e.g., Tata & 

Prassad, 2014) or more descriptive, as exemplified in contributions that compare and contrast 

sectors and cultures with respect to how firms represent their values and virtues (e.g., Chun, 

 

7 Who assert that it is especially problematic for managers – as opposed to owners – to be 

flirting with Corporate Social Responsibility (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). 

8 Once again, innate here referring to the effects of doing good without deliberate effort to draw 

attention to the purportedly good deed. 
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2015; Robertson & Crittenden, 2003). There is also a related sub-genre of work focusing on 

managerial opportunism and, specifically, how firm stewards are disposed to use language with 

guile and deception (e.g., Audi, Loughran & McDonald, 2016; Capalbo, et al, 2018; Breuer, 

Knetsch & Salzman, 2018). This latter literature mostly addressees matters of malfeasance (or 

potential malfeasance) in circumstances where, on the one hand, it is assumed that there are 

managers who manipulate for their own material advantage and, on the other hand, there are 

managers who are not so inclined. The construct of the unethical manager has led authors such 

as Breuer, Knetsch and Salzman (2018) to their general theory of truthful signalling, the idea 

being that language deployed in a strategically duplicitous way is detectable and predictive of 

certain unethical actions. 

As valuable as it is, scholarship addressing the way firm stewards portray their entities and 

which delves into whether and how they are inclined to use language disingenuously for 

personal gain puts the cart before the horse. Indeed, and as noted, there is a more fundamental 

issue that remains unsettled, the aforementioned first-order issue. Specifically, and to introduce 

this article’s research question, is there evidence that merely being more corporately ethical in 

the absence of concern about being so perceived enhances hard-core measures of corporate 

performance? To answer this question, established constructs from disparate literature will be 

invoked in a new combination. These disparate constructs are (from the management ethics and 

corporate governance literature) ‘transparency’ and (from the realm principally of analytic 

philosophy) the ‘analytic-synthetic distinction.’ 

Transparency and Corporate Reporting 

Theorising about the nature of corporate transparency is traceable to the early 1960s and 

the work of Coser (1961). Somewhat redundantly (and cryptically), she observed that, insofar 

as stakeholder management is concerned, a low visibility situation permits one to hold private 

attitudes that are reflected in behaviour that is not observed by peers. Whatever its inadequacies, 
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Coser’s view of the phenomenon has been influential. Indeed, it sparked two partially 

overlapping themes in subsequent literature addressing (mostly) non-financial transparency, 

with some of the obscurity of her original contribution lingering on in each of these strands. 

The first of the aforementioned themes emphasises that transparency has a causally prior 

direct or explicit role to play in creating, maintaining, or repairing stakeholder trust vis-à-vis a 

particular entity (Akkermans, Bogerd & van Doremalen, 2004; Fleischmann & Wallace, 2005; 

Pirson & Malhotra, 2011; Rawlins, 2008). The second is conjecture about indirect or implicit 

links between corporate candour and generic confidence that an entity is fundamentally good 

as embodied in such virtues as honesty, commitment to widespread benefit and selflessness. 

Contributions to this second theme are reflected in the writings of authors such as Bansal and 

Kistruck (2006), Bhat, Hope and Kang (2006), Bushman, Piotroski and Smith (2004), Leuz and 

Oberholzer-Gee (2006) as well as Perotti and von Thadden (2005). In their musings, these 

scholars do not necessarily use the term trust but rather often refer to proxy measures such as 

‘confidence,’ ‘respect,’ ‘high regard,’ etc. In spite of such terminological fuzziness, there is a 

degree of consensus amongst authors from disparate backgrounds writing about corporate 

transparency. Schnackenberg and Tomlinson (2016) capture the essence of the agreement 

when, in talking about the private sector, they conclude that it (transparency) is, in one way or 

another, an antecedent to a firm’s trustworthiness, a precursor (according to the same authors, 

as well as others) for a raft of other attributes that comprise ethical corporate conduct. 

There are three strands of literature that have an applied focus in the quest to obtain 

corporate transparency. These strands mostly give advice to practitioners, but typically neglect 

to provide theoretical foundations for such counsel. 

First, some authors propose that the benefits of being more corporately transparent are 

modulated through enhancing the relationship between a firm and its stakeholders (Berggren & 

Bernshteyn, 2007; Bernstein, 2012; Christmann, 2004; Larsson et al., 1998). For instance, 
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scholars such as Schnackenberg and Tomlinson (2016) have argued that transparency is a 

precondition for trust, in particular, which in turn causes better firm performance as revealed 

through orthodox – often financial – indicators. Writing on the specific relationship between 

these variables, researchers including Khurana et al. (2006) found that, in a comparative sense, 

US firms which demonstrate greater disclosure, achieve higher growth and lower cost of capital. 

Similarly, Biddle and Hilary (2006) have revealed that firms which disclose more, exhibit 

greater entity-level investment efficiency. Overall, research mostly indicates that Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR), when coupled with circumscribed transparency protocols, 

contributes to a firm’s competitive advantage for creating ‘shared value’ (Porter & Kramer, 

2011). These protocols achieve such outcomes through influencing stakeholders’ behaviours, 

with small, medium and large associations (correlations) having been found between CSR and 

financial performance (Barnett, 2007; Bosse, Phillips & Harrison, 2009; Margolis, Elfenbein & 

Walsh, 2007; Orlitzky, Schmidt & Rynes, 2003). This corpus of literature is, in some respects, 

a  contribution to the aforementioned first-order issue, but only to the very limited extent that it 

deemphasises corporate impression management (which it mostly does not). 

Second, there is the hypothesis that transparency plays a specialised role in creating 

employee commitment. Here again, trust is a focal construct but has a narrow instantiation, 

being applied to the case of employees rather than generically to an array of consequential 

stakeholders (Mayer, Davis & Shoorman, 1995). Work in this genre makes an even more 

indirect contribution to the first-order issue, mostly providing almost no insight into the matter. 

For example, trust has been linked to outcomes such as workforce satisfaction (Edwards & 

Cable, 2009; Gulati & Sytch, 2007), enhanced effort and performance (Aryee, Budhwar & 

Chen, 2002; Jason, Scott & Lepine, 2007), citizenship behavior (Mayer & Gavin, 2005’ 

Walumbwa et al., 2011), collaboration and teamwork (Sargent & Waters, 2004; Simons & 

Person, 2000), leadership effectiveness (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Gillespie & Mann, 2004), buy-
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in to prevailing human resource management protocols (Graham & Lindsay, 2006) and 

negotiation success (Lee, Yang & Graham; 2006; Olekalns & Smith, 2007). A landmark study 

about trust as applied to people management is from Rawlins (2008), the conclusion of which 

is that employees, when reflecting on the way other firm stakeholders conduct themselves, are 

more influenced by elements such as integrity and goodwill than, for example, competency. 

Third, there is literature addressing transparency as it pertains to the specific case of 

Environmental Social Governance (ESG) reporting, once again conspicuously silent on the 

first-order issue mostly because it overtly does not address unselfconscious corporate virtuosity. 

Within this corpus, the contention is typically that good domain-relevant performance 

(including ESG disclosure) yields improved return for a firm’s owners (McKinsey, 2020). 

In summary, extant literature addressing corporate reporting transparency typically 

emphasises that improvement in this area is broadly desirable. The benefits of being better at it 

apply to stakeholders including investors and financiers (Khurana, Pereira & Xiumin. 2006; 

Francis et al., 2009; Chipalkatti, Le & Rishi, 2007: Biddle & Gilles, 2006), employees (Rawlins, 

2008), policy makers and regulators, customers as well as community interest groups which 

have more oblique associations with a firm or industry (Dubbink, Graafland & Van Liedekerke, 

2008; Losada-Otálora & Alkire, 2019). As such, it seems that, in 2022, few argue against the 

proposition that being committed to comprehensive and representative formal disclosure in 

reporting documents is the right thing to do. However, aside from any consideration of being 

perceived as such, insofar as the commercial innate value of being transparent is concerned, as 

things stand, the case is weak that higher levels of ethical conduct do in fact lead to improved 

organisational performance, the first-order issue. 

When it comes to being precise about what transparency is, at least as the term is deployed 

in literature addressing corporate reporting and disclosure, the analyst is confronted with an 

initial methodological challenge. The word itself refers to an attribute of a relationship between 
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two parties. Schnackenberg and Tomlinson (2016) captured the substance of how authors in the 

area conceive of it when they define it as “the perceived quality of shared information from a 

sender”. This understanding of the term is broad and somewhat equivocal. Specifically, the fact 

that although (and as noted) relevant parties attach value to the construct, management literature 

unpackaging its focal sub-components is often woolly (Schnackenberg, Tomlinson & Corinne 

Coen, 2020). Such a concern has plagued relevant scholarship, and possibly explains why there 

is a dearth of empirical research on the matter (Bernstein, 2017; Kaptein, 2008; Pirson & 

Malhotra, 2011; Rawlins, 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2008). Relatedly, there is a paucity of reliable 

and well validated measures of transparency (Albu & Flyverbom. 2019; Schnackenberg & 

Tomlinson, 2016). Indeed, some purported metrics of the phenomenon have delivered 

discrepant findings (Rawlins, 2008; Pirson & Malhotra, 2011). In drawing a conclusion about 

this matter, Bernstein (2017: 217) notes that “measuring transparency – a critical part of 

empirically demonstrating its instrumental value – has proven extremely elusive”. In a larger 

sense, Bernstein’s concern is emblematic of the issue at the heart of this article, namely: does 

innate or unselfconscious virtuosity result in better organisational performance? 

Notwithstanding overall problems concerning under-development of operational 

definitions and lack of solid variables and measures and a general lack of empirical research, 

there have been attempts to pin-down the substance of what it means to be corporately 

transparent. For example, following a large-scale meta-analysis, Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 

(2016) concluded that literature-based portrayals typically entail a mix of three elements: (i) 

perceived disclosure (the extent to which information is judged to be released rather than 

hidden), (ii) perceived clarity (the extent to which information is judged to be understandable 

rather than obfuscated), and (iii) perceived accuracy (the extent to which information is judged 

to be reflective of reality rather than exaggerated, biased or beset by crucial omissions). Others 

have noted that isolating and measuring the sub-components of transparency is as elusive an 
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enterprise as measuring the construct itself (Albu & Flyverbom, 2019; Ananny & Crawford, 

2018; Bernstein, 2017). However, recent work has heralded progress. Specifically, 

Schnackenberg et al. (2020) used factor analysis to reveal that corporate transparency is 

underpinned by three independent subordinate elements: disclosure, clarity and accuracy. In a 

parallel line of innovation, Kaptein (2008) as well as Kim and Lee (2012) have proposed and 

defended surveys for indexing these constructs. 

In a nutshell, insofar as variables and measures are concerned, there is an emerging 

consensus about transparency. Specifically, to say that a corporate communication or one of its 

sections is transparent is to invoke the notion that its text (i.e., its words and phraseology) 

connects an author with a reader such that the reader becomes informed (or more informed) in 

a particularised way of a relevant content scope. The idea of ‘a particularised way’ embraces to 

varying degrees notions of balance, comparability, accuracy, timeliness, clarity, reliability 

(Belén, Romero & Luiz, 2013), relevance (Williams, 2005), truthfulness, objectivity, 

comprehensibility, understandability (Rawlins, 2008), as well as completeness, inclusivity, 

verifiability, impartiality and consistency (Dubbink, Graafland & Van Liedekerke, 2008). For 

current purposes, this view collapses into three elementary sub-components: completeness 

(everything that must be disclosed is disclosed), clarity (content is conveyed without ambiguity) 

and propositional representativeness (content is propositionally representative of reality, i.e., is 

factual). In enhancing their awareness, the goal of readers is to advance their interests through 

making improved investment decisions or, at least, be better poised to act in ways that are 

compatible with their personal priorities and values. 

In the corporate world, the issue of transparency is most germane in communications that 

are conveyed through language as instantiated in its written form. Although such exchanges 

cannot be scrutinised outside of their cultural and role-based contexts, assessing whether 

disclosure has been successful is essentially an exercise in making a judgment concerning 
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language use (and misuse). As such, to make progress on effectiveness in the arena of corporate 

disclosure, as it is the case with financial-related disclosure where words and phraseology are 

the subject of stringent and probing scrutiny (Li & Haque, 2019; Hesarzadeh & Rajabalizadeh, 

2019), language (and its application) should be the focus. However, applications of principles 

of linguistics as a means of assessing efficacy are rare in relevant literature (with exceptions 

being Verk, Golob & Podnar, 2019; Crane & Glozer, 2016; Golob, et al, 2013; Nielson & 

Thomsen, 2012). 

The Analytic-Synthetic Distinction 

The analytic-synthetic distinction is a theory about language use with medieval origins, 

notably in the writing of luminaries such as William of Ockham (Ayer, 1971). In the 

contemporary world, the dichotomy forms part of the tool kit of analytic philosophers in 

particular. Furthermore, linguists and psychologists apply it routinely (Schwartz, 2012). Indeed, 

in such disciplines, technical and more philosophical criticisms of it have been convincingly 

rebutted (Horwich, 1992). At least insofar as literal language use is concerned, in its most 

elementary formulation, the theory prescribes that meaningful propositions are of two and only 

two kinds: analytic and synthetic. 

An analytic statement is one that, despite sometimes being well disguised as a verifiable 

proposition about the nature of reality, is essentially tautological. The truth of this kind assertion 

(sometimes also called a priori or formal statements) is manifest because of the meaning (or at 

least the conventional usage) of the terms that compose it and prevailing linguistic protocols. 

‘All large dogs are canines,’ ‘a right-angle has 90 degrees,’ ‘submarines travel under water,’ 

‘my friend likes me’ or ‘she is a pregnant mother-to-be’ are straightforward examples. In 

mathematics, conceptual redundancy is easily discerned. Specifically, to say that ‘the square 

root of sixteen equals four’ is tantamount to saying that ‘four times four equals sixteen’. Insofar 

as management-related subject matter is concerned, the following affirmation is analytic: 
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“charismatic leaders are influential” (Bartone, 2010). In this example, the word charisma, 

according to conventional usage, is the ability to influence people. 

By their nature, analytic propositions are unfalsifiable. In practice, this means that their truth 

status does not rest on (and can therefore be established independently of) experience. Again 

from the management literature, the statement “a poorly managed organization […] may soar” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2008: viii) is analytic because the verb form ‘may’ (variant: might) 

incorporates, as a possible outcome, that what is proposed will not materialise and in fact its 

antithesis will. Furthermore, the formal truth of the actual assertion is preserved without there 

even being such a thing as a poorly managed organisation. Sentences relying on the verb form 

‘can’ or ‘could’ are also unavoidably analytic because, in a literal sense, they are a delivery 

means for propositions that cannot be disconfirmed by experience. For example (from the 

corporate reporting literature), the statement “Offset requirements […] can be used for 

compliance with an emissions reduction program” (ConocoPhillips, 2019) is analytic. In 

invoking the word ‘can’, it implicitly specifies a universe of two possible resultant 

manifestations but indicates no substantive predictions (even in qualitative probabilistic terms 

through use of adverbs like “probably” or “likely”) concerning which of these will occur. For 

practical purposes, the reader of such a sentence merely becomes aware that offset requirements 

will, or will not, achieve compliance. All incoming evidence bearing on the proposition will be 

compatible with it. However, this would not be the case if the statement were in the negative. 

For instance, ‘Offset requirements cannot be used for compliance with an emissions reduction 

program’ is not analytic because the emergence of one counterexample suffices to render it as 

false. 

A synthetic statement is a testable (and thus falsifiable) proposition about the nature of 

reality. Such propositions are distinguishable from analytic ones because their truth status rests 

exclusively on empirical verification, in other words, on evidence that an interested party goes 
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out and finds. For example, whether ‘there are black swans’ or ‘there are two cars in the garage’ 

is only known following relevant inquiry (or, at a minimum, a report from a credible secondary 

source that has undertaken primary research). These kinds of hypotheses are not settled through 

securing interlocutor agreement about the usage (working definitions) of terms they contain and 

verifying that words and phraseology respect grammatical rules. Rather, synthetic statements 

are judged as being either true or false based on external points of reference. In most 

circumstances, finding relevant indicators is tantamount to ‘looking to see.’ However, for the 

executive describing their firm, verification is inevitably more formal, typically taking the form 

of an enquiry process and ensuing evidence collation. 

Synthetic statements do not manifest an internal logic which becomes irrefutable when there 

is consensus about word meanings. Although they are subject to correction and elaboration 

when new evidence becomes available, their antithesis does not entail a logical contradiction. 

For example (again from the corporate reporting literature), “ConocoPhillips was […] the first 

exploration and production company to set a long-term GHG intensity reduction target” 

(ConocoPhillips, 2019) is manifestly testable and, as such, synthetic. 

Several consequences of the analytic-synthetic distinction are relevant to executives seeking 

to improve corporate transparency. First, from analytic statements, only other analytic 

statements logically follow. This principle is at the heart of what it means to say that nothing is 

added to disclosure when a series of ideas is derived from a tautology. In the late 1950s, Doris 

Day reminded her fans of this truism when she sung ‘que sera, sera’ (‘whatever will be, will 

be’), but pointedly did not then let them know that ‘personal effort is of no use’. Indeed, the 

latter proposition is synthetic and does not flow from the song’s name, which is an analytic 

statement. 

Another practitioner-relevant consequence of embracing the analytic-synthetic distinction 

is recognition that there is no a priori knowledge of reality because no proposition is 
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simultaneously analytic and synthetic. An implication here is, to reify, that is, to deal with an 

abstraction as if it were a tangible entity (for example to say that ‘an idea is going to fly’), is 

unjustified because it represents an attempt to bridge the analytic-synthetic divide. Further, 

powers, physical qualities or concrete properties are assignable to tangible entities but not 

abstract ones. As such, ideas do not have these attributes; only those individuals who hold them 

do. Insofar as corporate reporting is concerned, reification obscures personal responsibility. 

Specifically, although incorporated entities have independent existence for legal and accounting 

purposes, reification ascribes to firms human-type agency of a kind that creates ambiguity 

concerning the actual origin of action and thus of responsibility. For example, to say that 

“Occidental has made a series of commitments during the past years” smuggles in the 

impression that it is possible for non-human entities to make such a pledge (Occidental 

Petroleum, 2020). In practice, this declaration pre-emptively exonerates the firm’s management 

(or shareholders or employees or others – take your pick!) if things do not go as planned. 

Although reifications and the ambiguities they create have not received sustained attention 

in the business ethics and corporate reporting literature, they are regarded as a serious matter in 

other contexts. Indeed, in such disciplines as analytic philosophy, psychology and sociology, 

those committed to the analytic-synthetic distinction sometimes adopt a position known as 

nominalism (Rodriguez-Pereyra, 2019). Nominalists expunge language of those expressions 

that do not refer to experience and prefer concrete to abstract nouns. For instance, they do not 

believe there are such ‘things’ as memory, organisations or personality, for these terms are 

abstractions and thus subject to shifting interpretations. Instead, nominalists speak of things 

they remember, people who affiliate in specific ways with circumscribed groups and elemental 

observable behaviours. 

The analytic-synthetic distinction is not relevant to all language use and is restricted in its 

application in specific ways. For example, propositions that cannot be designated as either 
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analytic or synthetic cannot have their truth status ascertained and hence be relied upon to 

convey meaningful content. They are, at least insofar as the distinction is concerned, 

meaningless statements. This label, no more than 50 years old, which is perhaps narrow-

minded, is Ayer’s (1971). Expressions like ‘metaphors’ or even ‘poetry’ are in some cases 

possible alternatives to such derisory labelling. Indeed, conceiving of a proposition as 

metaphoric or poetic in the context of being unable to classify it as either analytic or synthetic 

draws attention to the fact that it conveys a different kind of meaning, for example one 

concerning moral, artistic or existential content. ‘I love you,’ ‘People who live in glass houses 

should not throw stones’ or ‘Frailty, thy name is woman’ do not qualify as either analytic or 

synthetic. They are nonetheless, in various ways, evocative. Other such statements include 

terminologically, grammatically or logically incoherent pronouncements, accounts referring to 

fictional, intangible or unobservable entities (such as feelings or psychological events), 

oxymora, moral norms and judgements (i.e., those implying or relying on verb forms such as 

‘should’ or ‘must’), expressions of desire or hope, etc. In sum, the third category of statement 

(henceforth referred to as residual in this article) do not necessitate, as a prerequisite for 

understanding, either application of logic or collation of experience. It is noteworthy that no 

analytic or synthetic statement derives from a residual proposition. 

Another delimiting feature of the analytic-synthetic distinction is that, when embraced, it 

commits the writer to using words and phraseology literally and non-equivocally. Insofar as 

corporate disclosure is concerned, executives with reporting responsibilities who take seriously 

the distinction assume a threshold level of agreement concerning meaning between themselves 

and their intended readers. Of course, corporate language is sometimes used metaphorically. In 

such circumstances, consideration of culture and context typically assist to clarify. For example, 

to say ‘returns this high are as rare as hens’ teeth’ is, in a technical sense, a synthetic statement 

in that it is theoretically possible to count how many hens’ teeth exist (and – perhaps after 
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making a few assumptions – express the outcome as a proportion) and contrast the resultant 

value with the probability of a stated return. However, such an exercise is clearly not what is 

being called for. Rather, creating meaning from the statement entails reflection on elements 

other than the analytic-synthetic distinction. Indeed, in a larger sense, this delimiting feature 

draws attention to Friedman’s (2018) point that people have capacity to make sense of the world 

in idiosyncratic and ethereal ways. 

Research Question Restated 

Scholarly as well as practitioner-based literature addressing corporate transparency 

indicates, albeit often vaguely, that improvement in this area is ethically desirable. Further, the 

same literature portrays transparency as a proxy measure of corporate honesty, which, 

according to Chun (2019), is the foundation of corporate virtuosity. However, as noted, debate 

about the virtuosity-performance link – the aforementioned first-order issue – has been 

marginalised. Indeed, it has been eclipsed by concerns such as how to be transparent, how to 

best showcase good works and how industries and cultures differ with respect to their CSR-

type priorities and initiatives, unambiguously second-order considerations. As such, as 

important as they are, the relevance of these latter matters diminishes if there is no implicit 

connection between being virtuous and performing well on standard corporate metrics. In light 

of such reflection, this study revisits the virtuosity-performance association using a new 

methodology. Its research question (restated) is: is there evidence that merely being more 

corporately ethical in the absence of concern about being so-perceived enhances hardcore 

measures of organisational performance? 

Methodology and Hypothesis 

According to Perrini (2006: 73), a non-financial disclosure document is a report “published 

to complete the corporate economic portrait by adding a social and environmental dimension”. 

The present study borrows Perrini’s conception to answer its research question. Specifically, 
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the non-financial corporate disclosure documents of firms listed on the Fortune-500 ‘top 1000’ 

ranking list of America’s largest companies are taken as a representative sample of how good 

American firms deal with the imperative of transparency.9 The majority of the 1000 listed firms 

publish at least one substantial and formal non-financial disclosure document each year 

(sometimes this document forms part of an annual report or compliance-related publication). 

In most Western countries, elaborated non-financial disclosure documents are not 

obligatory; however, in recent years, they have become orthodoxy (Chatterji & Levine, 2006). 

Such documents vary along several dimensions. Some are longer than others. Some present 

tables and charts whereas others rely more on language and text-based portrayals. It is also the 

case that, within limits, content differs between reports. In practice, this often indicates differing 

corporate priorities. Perrini (2006) captured the essence of this diversity when he reviewed non-

financial disclosure documents and concluded that such material is broadly of one of two kinds, 

classified on the basis of its target audience. First, there are ‘monitoring’ documents (designed 

for internal use), reporting quantitative data strictly concerning the measurable impacts of 

business activities. Second, ‘managerial’ documents are intended to be read by a broad audience 

of external stakeholders. These reports are usually structured in three sections based on sphere 

of activity, social, environmental and economic. Introductions for each kind of document 

typically claim that the ensuing report has been written pursuant to stakeholder-engagement. 

The idea is that readers (stakeholders) will be provided evidence that the firm on which they 

are reflecting goes about its business in a way that embraces their values and priorities (Perrini, 

 

9 The term ‘Fortune 500’ refers to a list of 1000 of the largest companies in the United States 

compiled by Forbes magazine every year. Companies are ranked by their annual revenues for 

their respective fiscal years. 
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2006). The focus of the current study is managerial reports, which, to repeat, are written for 

disparate external audiences. 

To test the hypothesis that better performing firms are typically innately (i.e., without their 

executives being self-consciously concerned with being so perceived) more corporately ethical, 

syntheticity of written language is used as a proxy measure of ethical conduct. Such a measure 

is justified on the basis of a causal chain that, despite having several links, is well-established 

in disparate contributions. This chain is presented in Figure 1. Specifically, it is as follows (and 

as explained): syntheticity indexes transparency, transparency implies auditability, auditability 

signals honesty (and is thus shunned by dishonest brokers) and honesty underlies (is the basis 

for) other corporate virtues (Bansal & Kistruck, 2006; Bhat, Hope & Kang, 2006, Bushman, 

Piotoski & Smith, 2004; Leuz & Oberholzer-Gee, 2006). In summary, syntheticity of language 

use is a reasonable measure of unselfconscious corporate virtue. 

 

Figure 1: Constructs, Variables and Measures used in this study 

 

In practice, if this study’s null hypothesis is rejected, the conclusion will be that well 

performing firms (dependent variable) use a greater proportion of synthetic statements in their 
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reporting documents (measure, independent variable) and thus are more virtuous (construct, 

independent variable) than those that are less will performing.10 To test the hypothesis, a sample 

of companies from the Fortune 500’s ranking of the largest 1000 (2020) was analysed. To 

control (at least partially) for possible variation in reporting between industries, the sample was 

drawn from entities within a single sector. The industries selected were from ‘Mining, Crude 

Oil Production.’ Non-financial disclosure reports on sustainability and environmental activities 

were chosen specifically for analysis. This identified sector and the content of reports surveyed 

(sustainability and environmental activities) were selected for four reasons. 

• First, mining and oil extraction and refining operations are controversial industries and 

come under more frequent critical public scrutiny than other sectors (Belén, Romero & 

Ruiz, 2013). Furthermore, there has been recent contentious sector-related changes for these 

spheres of commercial endeavour. Such change has emphasised sector self-regulation and 

thus heightened the transparency imperative. Specifically, on 2 November 2017 the USA 

withdrew, as an implementing country, from the Extractive Industries Transparency 

Initiative which accounts for “open and accountable management of oil, gas, and mineral 

resources” (EITI, 2017). As a result, American oil, gas and mining companies have greater 

discretion in what they disclose about their access to domestic natural resources. 

• Second, oil companies were amongst the first firms to attach priority to reporting about the 

environmental consequences of their operations. As such, they are likely to have had time 

to establish themselves as archetypal exemplars of a spectrum of language use 

 

10 With the variable intervening between the construct and the measure being transparency-

auditability (the logic being that, according to Tabachnick & Fidell (2013), operationalisation 

of a construct entails moving from that construct to a variable to a measure). 
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manifestations in corporate reporting documents (Belén, Romero & Ruiz, 2013; Aerts & 

Cormier, 2009; Campbell, 2003; Deegan & Gordon, 1996). 

• Third, firms within the selected sector typically produce similarly structured reports on their 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) activities, being influenced by international 

and US (ESG) protocols (which are not mandated) on this matter.11 However, despite such 

structural similarity, firms within the chosen sector unambiguously report on what they do 

(or do not do) and reveal (or not) their priorities using a plethora of different language styles. 

• Fourth, the Mining, Oil extraction and refining industries and Gas sectors are mostly 

comprised of firms with roughly equivalent frequencies in each of the four quartiles of the 

1000 best American firms. Such within-quartile frequencies are determined by annual 

revenue for the fiscal year under scrutiny, in the present case 2019. 

Using a broad inclusion criterion, 27 firms from the selected sector existed on the 2020 

Fortune 500 list of the 1000 best performing U.S. companies (n=27). The distribution of these 

firms across four quartiles is indicated in Table 1. A stratified random sampling strategy was 

used to select entities for analysis (the strata being the quartiles and random sampling occurring 

within each of these with approximately a third of firms being selected within each quartile). 

The size outcome (n) of this sampling strategy is also depicted in Table 1. 

 

11 The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a non-profit organization, provides firms with a 

sustainability reporting framework that is widely used around the world, the Sustainability 

Accounting Standards Boards (SASB); the IPIECA’s (formerly known as the International 

Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation Association) provides comparable guidelines. 
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Table 1: Stratified Random Sampling Strategy Used for Selecting Firms to be 

Analysed 

Fortune 

500 Quartiles 

Total Number of Firms 

within the Sector* 

(Mining, Oil & Gas) 

Sample of Firms Analysed 

(one third randomly selected 

from each quartile or strata) 

1 N=3 n=1 

2 N=7 n=2 

3 N=8 n=3 

4 N=9 n=3 

Total: N=27 n=9 

 

*Selected from Fortune 500 ranking of America’s 1000 largest companies (2020) 

Table 2 presents names and rankings (on the top 1000 list) of firms identified for analysis 

using the stratified random sample strategy depicted in Table 1 (i.e., the names and rankings of 

firms identified in the third column of Table 1). 

Table 2: Names and Rankings of Firms identified for Analysis Using Stratified 

Random Sampling 

Fortune 500 

Quartiles 

Fortune 500  

Firm Ranking* 

Firms 

(Mining, Oil & Gas) 

1 93 ConocoPhillips 

2 373 

419 

Chesapeake Energy 

Devon Energy 

3 582 Peabody Energy 
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625 

608 

Murphy Oil 

Antero Resources 

4 821 

969 

974 

Range Resources 

Oasis Petroleum 

Cabot Oil & Gas 

*Selected from Fortune 500 ranking of America’s 1000 largest companies (2020) 

Each of the nine firms selected for scrutiny produced an ESG or Sustainability Report 

within the past two years. An examination of these documents provides a like-for-like 

opportunity to observe each of the nine’s use of synthetic statements in ‘equivalent’ sections. 

Such ‘equivalent’ sections were: 

(i) the CEO’s Introduction to the report; 

(ii) paragraphs dealing with environmental impact, strategies pertaining more 

generally to the environment or performance concerning protection of the 

environment. 

Statements or text excluded from analysis were: 

(iii) detailed tables, breakout boxes, headers, joining sentences; 

(iv) statements addressing activities prior to 2018. 

In total 1,837 statements from reports identified in Tables 1 and 2 were analysed. 

Table 3: Summary of Statements Analysed 

Fortune 500  

Quartiles 

Fortune 500  

Firm Ranking* 

Firms 

(Mining, Oil & 

Gas) 

Report 

Statements 

Analysed 

1 93 Conoco Phillips n=423 
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Q1 Total 

Statements: 

  n=423 

 

2 373 

419 

Chesapeake Energy 

Devon Energy 

n=68 

n=323 

Q2 Total 

Statements: 

  n=391 

 

3 

 

582 

625 

608 

Peabody Energy 

Murphy Oil 

Antero Resources 

n=113 

n=222 

n=263 

Q3 Total 

Statements: 

  n=598 

 

4 821 

969 

974 

Range Resources 

Oasis Petroleum 

Cabot Oil & Gas 

n=233 

n=151 

n=41 

Q4 Total 

Statements: 

  n=425 

 

TOTAL 

STATEMENTS:  

(all quartiles) 

   

n=1,837 

 

*Selected from Fortune 500 ranking of America’s 1000 largest companies (2020) 

Insofar as how statements were analysed is concerned, to classify a proposition as analytic, 

synthetic or residual entails, as a matter of orthodoxy, taking that proposition at face value, in 

its strict literal sense. Focal content for each document identified for analysis was read by each 

of this study’s authors and, on a sentence by sentence basis, classified as being either analytic, 

synthetic or residual. Where one of the authors of the study was uncertain about how to classify 
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a sentence or whether to view it as comprising more than one proposition, agreement was 

reached collegially. 

Results 

Figure 2, a histogram, presents this study’s results. It indicates that sampled firms within 

the top end of the performance distribution have a higher proportion of synthetic statements in 

their disclosure documents than sampled firms within the lower end. For purposes of inference-

making, an ANOVA analysis (using the proportion protocol) was undertaken on data. The 

resultant F-ratio was found to be significant (F8,221=3.765, p≤0.027). Both Bonferoni adjusted 

(a priori) and Schefee (post hoc) tests reveal that individual data-points (for each indicated bar) 

are significant (with the exception being the bar for firm #974). It is noteworthy that differential 

sample sizes (with n values varying by less than 20% across quartiles) for each firm considered 

show acceptably small variances for the aforementioned analyses. What this analysis boils 

down to is that the null hypothesis is rejected using an orthodox threshold criterion. In lay terms, 

it is generally true that more successful firms produce non-financial disclosure documents that 

contain a higher proportion of synthetic statements than less successful firms. As such, 

executives presiding over more successful firms typically are unabashedly more honest and 

straightforward in how they portray their entities than those administering less well performing 

firms. 
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Figure 3 presents the same analysis as Figure 2 in aggregated form. Specifically, rather 

than depicting results for individual firms, it displays findings for the four quartiles of the top-

1000 firms. Such a depiction has the effect of disguising the outlier effect resulting from 

inclusion of firm #974 in the sample. 
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Following data collation and presentation, the case of firm #974 (the outlier result) was 

further examined. When compared to the other eight entities comprising the sample (across 

each of the four quartiles), company #974 (Cabot’s Oil & Gas) was found to have the highest 

average annual growth (of at least 20% across three years) in revenue and earnings per share 

up to 30 April 2020. Furthermore, it was the only company in the Mining, Oil and Gas sector 

(when all firms in the sector are considered) to achieve this revenue growth, earning it a place 

on Fortune 500’s other list, the 100 Fastest Growing Companies in 2020.12 In light of such 

collateral insights, it is concluded that, although Cabot’s Oil & Gas is classified as a 4th quartile 

performing firm on the top-1000 list, this portrayal belies its intrinsic worth. Specifically, the 

ranking for this firm is reconcilable with rejection of the null hypothesis. As such, it 

 

12 See https://fortune.com/100-fastest-growing-companies/ 

https://fortune.com/100-fastest-growing-companies/
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underestimates the performance of its management group and is a credible explanation for its 

outlier status as a high-proportion user of synthetic statements in disclosure documents. 

Initial reflection on the first-order issue 

This study’s results reveal that successful firms are distinguishable from others on the basis 

that they use a higher proportion of synthetic statements in their reporting and disclosure 

documents, at least for the generic elements of such documents (i.e., their introductions and 

commentary concerning the environmental consequences of their operations). Prior to 

interpreting what this means (and, crucially, what it means for the aforementioned first-order 

issue concerning unselfconscious or innate corporate virtuosity and performance), two caveats 

and associated commentaries are presented. These matters can be also viewed as (generic) 

technical criticisms of the current study’s method. Conceptual criticisms of the study are 

discussed in the next section. 

First, as noted, only one sector was scrutinised in this study. Mining, Crude Oil and Gas 

industries were selected because, largely owing to the nature of their activities, they have an 

image problem. Indeed, they have been regularly handcuffed to claims that their executives act 

with guile and duplicity in advancing corporate interests (Cahn, 1995). As such, insofar as this 

sector addresses the problem of reporting, it is more likely than others to reveal consequential 

variance in its disclosure protocols, specifically to have the full gamut of good and bad 

performers within its ranks. In this sense, the Mining, Crude Oil and Gas industries sector can 

be contrasted with, for example, others that have an explicit environmental agenda such as those 

focusing on development and roll-out of renewable energy. 

Second, setting aside the sector being analysed, a case can be made that insufficient firms 

were sampled. Certainly, to identify sample values for comparator cells of fewer than four (i.e., 

for each quartile less than four firms were retained for analysis) renders statistical inference 

non-feasible. However, this problem evaporates when the object of analytic interest switches 
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from firms to statements made within disclosure documents. Such a shift creates a state where, 

within each quartile, hundreds of data points are revealed, unleashing a wealth of insight. 

What emerges from this study is a portrait of the way successful, as contrasted with less 

successful, firm executives communicate in writing about their activities and priorities. Further 

reflection on what a synthetic statement entails is useful for interpreting this finding. 

Specifically, synthetic propositions have hallmarks of unselfconscious honesty and authenticity 

that are not associated with either analytic or residual statements. The reason is that, when 

properly constructed, synthetic propositions are simultaneously subject to empirical scrutiny 

(i.e., able to be falsified) and have an unambiguous temporal dimension (i.e., they entail a sense-

based specification that either manifested at a point in the past or will do so in the future). For 

example, to say that “from 2005 to 2017, energy-related carbon dioxide emissions decreased 

14%” (Chesapeake Energy, 2018) is a synthetic statement that, at least in principle, entails 

protocols for determining whether it is an honest portrayal. To say that “we set a goal of […] 

reducing our GHG intensity by 10% by 2025” (Antero Resources, 2020) is an equivalent 

statement about the future that similarly comes with verification protocols. In each case, 

something of substance is being conveyed and, when such statements create an orthodoxy, the 

reader – who now in one way or another is able to do an operational audit of claims being made 

- gains confidence in those doing the communicating. By contrast, statements such as “a well-

designed carbon price would reduce emissions”, or “we aim to track the pace and direction of 

the energy transition and identify potential leading indicators of change in the demand for 

hydrocarbons” (ConocoPhillips, 2019) are (often poorly) disguised analytic statements. These 

kinds of propositions, henceforth referred to as ‘veiled’ (thinly or thickly, depending on the 

deciphering effort required for their unmasking) are insidious examples of non-synthetic 

statements because they have a misleading quality. In this sense, they are able to be contrasted 

with overtly (unveiled) analytic statements such as “Medium-term risks take longer to impact 
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our business [than short-term risks]”; ConocoPhillis, 2019). This latter pronouncement, 

although perhaps irritating to read, is readily dismissible as platitudinal. It does not hurt anyone 

to say it but, in circumstances where such kinds of statements are used repeatedly, a reader 

perception emerges that stewards, at least, do not know where they are going or how they are 

going to get there or, in more serious cases, are being disingenuous. Table 4 formally presents 

the aforementioned classification system and gives examples from corporate reports of its 

manifestations. NB: The decomposition presented in Table 4 does not imply that the analytic-

synthetic distinction is not a true dichotomy. Rather, it indicates that, when examining (for 

example) those propositions that are analytic, some are easier to spot as such. 

Table 4: Examples Statements and their Classifications 

Kind of Proposition Example  

Synthetic with clear temporal 

contingency 

“from 2005 to 2017, energy-related carbon 

dioxide emissions decreased 14%” (Chesapeake 

Energy). 

“we set a goal of […] reducing our GHG 

intensity by 10% by 2025” (Antero Resources). 

Most 

transparent 

Synthetic with unclear 

temporal contingency (not clear 

whether it was done or will be 

done) 

“Every year, we refine our processes to save 

even more energy” (LCI Industries). 

 

Analytic – thickly-veiled “To continuously improve our 

environmental performance, we’re proactive and 

action-oriented” (Devon Energy). 
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Analytic – thinly-veiled “Our pursuit of safety in our operations is 

never complete; we never consider our 

performance to be good enough” (Chesapeake 

Energy). 

“[our scenarios] do not, and cannot, describe 

all possible future outcomes” (Conoco Phillips). 

 

Analytic – unveiled (obvious 

tautology or several reasons to 

classify it as analytic) 

“Medium-term risks […] may include 

emerging policy that is not yet fully defined” 

(Conoco Phillips). 

 

Residual (with qualification – 

i.e., using words and phraseology 

that unambiguously form 

analogies or metaphors) 

“We won’t rest on our laurels, but are 

committed to continuous improvement in all 

aspects of our business, including sustainability” 

(Cabot & Oil). 

(NB: Here, it is patently the case that nobody 

associated with the drafting of this statement is 

‘having a rest on bay leaves’). 

 

Residual (without 

qualification – i.e., without using 

words and phraseology, the 

meaning of which is 

unambiguously metaphoric or 

non-literal) 

“We’ll do this because being a good 

neighbor and always doing the right thing are 

two of our core values” (Devon Energy). 

(NB: Here, it is not clear whether the 

statement’s author is prioritising being good only 

to the party who resides next door.) 

 

 

Least 

transparent 
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Organisational Performance and Ethical Conduct: Further Reflection on the First-Order Issue 

Debate about the nature of goodness and virtuosity is likely as old as humanity. Similarly, 

conjecture about whether being virtuous leads to material advantage also has a long lineage. It 

was noted in this article’s introduction that a crucial reason the first order issue (the 

unselfconscious corporate virtuosity-performance connection) remains mostly unresolved is 

methodological. Specifically, it is not straightforward to establish long-term protocols for 

surreptitious inspection of an agent’s actions and it is equivalently thorny to defend what doing 

good really means. Theses kinds of difficulties are exacerbated when an object of analytic 

interest switches from the individual to a corporate entity. Indeed, as Amazeen (2012) has 

indicated (and to repeat), consequential firm activity is never really secret and constructs such 

as goodness, virtuosity and the ‘right thing to do’ take on layers of complexity when making 

decisions about other people’s resources and in multiple stakeholder contexts. In such 

circumstances, speculation about the innate or unselfconscious virtuosity-corporate 

performance causal link is likely to continue and will not be resolved through the publication 

of any one article or through application of one methodology. However, the issue itself is 

inherently a first-order concern and as such consequential. Specifically, if being an innately 

(unselfconsciously) good corporate citizen improves the bottom-line, then a raft of second-order 

matters arises. These include: ‘What is the marginal (additional) value of firm stewards 

trumpeting their successes?’ ‘How should success be broadcast to achieve such marginal 

benefit?’ And, perhaps more fundamentally, ‘What kind of virtuosity is the kind that does the 

commercial enhancement?’ By contrast, if there is no inherent link between innate 

(unselfconscious) virtuosity and corporate performance, three somewhat different lines of 

inquiry become salient. The first of these pertains exclusively to firm image management. The 

second to the more generic issue of what it means to be corporately virtuous. The third, perhaps 
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most pressing, to developing a rationale for corporate virtuosity (in other words, if being good 

does not enhance organisational performance, why do it? – a problem wrestled for millennia). 

This article has presented and defended a novel way to establish that there is a connection 

between being virtuous and corporate performance. As such, its research question was answered 

in the affirmative, leading to rejection of the adage that perhaps, at least insofar as corporate 

life is concerned, virtue is not just its own reward but rather inherently boosts bottom-line 

outcomes. 

As is inevitably the case when adapting methods for new problems (or using constructs in 

novel combinations to create new insight), there are several criticisms that can be made of the 

way the current project has derived its central conclusion. The more consequential of these 

criticisms are conceptual in nature and, for the most part, can be rebutted (or, at least, defended 

against).13 Specifically, one may ask: is syntheticity of language use an appropriate measure of 

virtuosity? As noted, the rationale used in this study is well established (and presented earlier 

in Figure 1). It is as follows and can be summarised with three propositions: 

First, synthetic statements are truth bearing propositions in that they rely on evidence and 

are falsifiable. In this sense, synthetic statements are a delivery means for scrutable statements 

of substance. They differ from those that add no informative value to a missive, are not 

falsifiable and preclude external examination. 

Second, the analytic-synthetic distinction has not been widely embraced within 

management academia and is likely to be mostly unknown to executives and those formally 

 

13 The technical criticisms concerning sample size and representativeness, etc., where dealt with 

in the ‘methods’ section. 
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reporting on firm operations. In practice, this means that, where reports are favoring synthetic 

propositions, they (relatively speaking) embody unselfconscious honesty as a virtue. 

Third, it is uncontroversial to assert that honesty, in the broadest sense of the term, is a 

cornerstone of other desirable traits of corporate virtuosity (for further discussion on this, see 

again Bansal & Kistruck, 2006; Bhat, Hope & Kang, 2006, Bushman, Piotoski & Smith, 2004; 

Leuz & Oberholzer-Gee, 2006). 

Conclusion 

Ethics, be it focused on the actions of the individual or the corporation, entails an 

intertwined set of concerns that have disparate epistemological origins. These concerns 

originate from, on the one hand, conjecture about the nature of right and wrong and, on the 

other, empirical inquiry addressing what actually occurs. As such, one way of thinking about 

ethics is to view it as simultaneous reflection on what ‘ought to be’ and what ‘is’. Undoubtedly, 

each set of concerns is consequential. However, at least insofar as the commercial world is 

concerned, what has been conspicuously absent – or at least diminishing in salience – since 

approximately the 1970s is speculation about the broader matter of how elements fit together. 

Amazeen (2011: 167), when commenting on the history of corporate social responsibility, 

hinted at the nature of this challenge when she noted that “While the social responsibility of a 

business was once arguably limited to increasing its profits, today’s Zeitgeist suggests that 

corporations must go beyond merely considering their profits by also accounting for the social 

costs and benefits of their presence around the world.” But why “must” they? No answer is 

given in the rest of Amazeen’s article. 

Two other aspects of Amazeen’s musings call for further inquiry. First, she reflects little 

on the possibility that there may in fact be no such thing as ‘going beyond profits.’ Second, her 

associated implicit assumption that there is a trade-off between doing good and organisational 
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performance remains contested terrain. Its resolution has wide-ranging implications because, if 

unselfconsciously doing good coincides with better organisational outcomes, the debate about 

why firm stewards should act ethically becomes easier. Reflection on this phenomenon draws 

attention to a larger point, and one not generally well presented in business ethics literature. 

The point is this: knowing whether initiatives such as unpublicised and unheralded corporate 

social responsibility and corporate philanthropy actually improve the bottom-line is a first-order 

issue. Indeed, a case can be made that, if there is a casual sequence between corporate virtuosity 

and corporate performance, there ceases to be any such thing as corporate benevolence. To 

stress again Amazeen’s (2011) other claim, these matters have become somewhat tangential in 

recent years. 

In noting that such things as field and natural experiments are an inadequate substitute 

for their laboratory equivalents, C. Wright Mills (1959) made the enduring point (and made it 

better than others who followed him, in the present authors’ judgement) that ultimately a 

compelling narrative must do the heavy lifting when it comes to establishing causality in social 

science. In this vein, insofar as the present study is concerned, perhaps the most tightly worded 

rationale that can be advanced and defended is as follows: 1) being unselfconsciously 

transparent is a sound basis to conclude that executives are intrinsically honest and, as such, 

ethical; 2) ethical executives preside over better performing commercial entities. Of course, 

being based on one novel method and plagued by the generic problem of correlation not being 

equivalent to causation, this study is not the end of the story about the corporate virtuosity-

performance connection. Indeed, it is a new starting point for refocusing a concern that has 

become marginal, but which remains stubbornly a first-order concern. 
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