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Why the Microlevel Determines the Future of 
the Social Market Economy?

1. Introduction
The sustainability of the social market economy does 
not depend primarily on theoretical debates about any 
practical rules. The German ordomodel of the social 
market economy becomes apparent a) in its norma-
tive main idea and b) in the way it is realized in the 
practice of economy. The main concern of this paper 
was to identify such homogeneity in the range of the 
microlevel of management culture in enterprises. In 
this respect, it follows well-known representatives such 
as Ingo Pies and Peter Ulrich, who brought this claim 
up for  discussion – along with their own integrative 
perspective – to orientate management culture at the 
microlevel toward normative basic ideas of the (social) 
market economy.1

The social market economy is more than the basic 
idea of an economic system. In the spirit of its founding 

1 Cf. Pies/Beckmannn/Hieschler (2011) and Thielemann/Ulrich 
(2009).

fathers, it is also a social peace formula, a comprehensive 
cultural program (the idea of the so-called “irenicism”).  
This applies not exclusively, but in particular for all 
spheres of the economy. Therefore, it primarily wants to 
shape the self-conception of the company and managers 
together with the company’s and management’s culture 
of market players, besides the fact that its main func-
tion is an economic system with its rules and principles. 
Therefore, the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels can be 
infused by the value idea of the social market economy 
and contribute constructively to their further development. 
In this way, it makes it possible to avoid the model being 
undermined by a disavowing practice. The following sec-
tions show the transfer of the normative main idea of the 
social market economy to such concepts of leadership 
ethics with which it is compatible concerning the basic 
ideas. They will be identified as leadership models of the 
social market economy and therefore differentiated from 
those that contradict these ideas.

To this end, an attempt will first be made to recall the 
normative foundations of the social market economy. 
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The conceptual difference between management 
and leadership is not distinct. For this reason, a weak 
distinction is suggested. First of all, let us concentrate 
on what both spheres have in common. Both manage-
ment and leadership are about the effective impact of 
rules, individuals, and relationships in enterprises. Man-
agement is performed either correctly or wrongly, but not 
in a moral sense of right or wrong. This is a crucial differ-
ence. Rational solutions for temporally and substantially 
definable problems with the aid of proved techniques 
are central where management is concerned, whereas 
leadership cannot confine itself to technical knowledge 
already acquired. Leadership should also reduce inse-
curity and possibly fear of the led, and in the same way 
also confront them with their autonomy/responsibilities. 
It is characterized less by tangible solutions and more 
by the right questions. As Grint described it, “there is no 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers, but there are better or worse 
alternatives.”2

Leadership in an enterprise not only is therefore the 
skilled application of learnt abilities to give people in the 
enterprise effective orientation but also takes moral con-
cepts that complement the bare instrumentally measur-
able effectiveness of the orientation of the uncertain into 
consideration. This makes empirical validation difficult. 
Therefore, leadership – more than correctly learned 
management – has to include and explicitly address 
value questions for an effective influence on men and 
structures. “Leadership is a process of morality to the 
degree that leaders engage with followers on the basis 
of shared motives and values and goals”.3 Ciulla argued 
along the same lines: “in order for the statement, ‘She 
is a good leader’ to be true, it must be true that she is 
effective and she is ethical.”4 With such an understand-
ing, the aim of good leadership is initially the coherence 
between the intended values and those lived in practice. 
A basic definition must be adhered to the following: lead-
ership is the value-based, effective influence of rules, 
individuals, and relationships in an enterprise.

Leadership happens in enterprises everywhere 
where such influence takes place, no matter in which 
department or committee. It proceeds in horizontal and 
vertical relationships5 with formal executives and those 
who are guided influencing each other.6 In this way, even 
the employees being guided also lead not only by cre-
ative suggestions that might be successfully contributed 
but also by verbal and nonverbal reactions to the formal 
leader. It is typical for enterprises to have hierarchical 

2 Grint (2008). Cf. ibid (p.15) and Heifetz (1994).
3 MacGregor Burns (2007, p.87).
4 Ciulla (2007, p.69).
5 Cf. Malik (2006, pp.50-52). 
6 Cf. von Oelsnitz (2012, p.18) and Rohrhirsch (2013, p.73).

Leadership will henceforth be identified as an applica-
tion area of this value basis on the microlevel. Subse-
quently, the system will be traced for a transfer from the 
macro-level to the microlevel.

2. Value basis of the social market 
economy

Social market economy is essentially a market whose 
allocation results are put into service for a normative 
humanitarian ideology. Market economy and human-
ity are in tight interplay with each other. The outlined 
normative frame of the market is objectively justified in 
the sense of Walter Eucken also with a Kantian rational 
idea, in the works of Alfred Müller-Armack, Alexander 
Rüstow, Wolfgang Röpke et al., with the retrospective 
dependence on a Christian godliness of man.

To quote Ernst-W. Bockenförde, it is also semanti-
cally rich in content, an axiomatic adjudication of eternity. 
This unconditionality eludes individualistic or collectivist 
considerations of utility, extremist arbitrary definitions of 
humanity, and processes of discourse in which one can 
broker human rights or dignity of man openly and in an 
unbiased way. The normative framework of the market 
in this model establishes the objective rights and obliga-
tions of every human. Human here means that everyone 
who is a child of man without exception. Such a humani-
tarian idea establishes the values of social market free-
dom, social justice, and social harmony.  Freedom is 
to be understood positively in terms of the idea of an 
empowering idea, because objectivized universal rights 
for the unfolding of humanity must also be derived from 
the absoluteness of humanity. This is reflected in the 
cohesion of solidarity and subsidiarity as social justice, 
according to which, the unconditional rights of the need-
ier which correspond to the unconditional duty of the 
capable to help – in terms of requirements and support. 
Social harmony is in accordance with Müller-Armack’s 
demands; the aim of this system must always be a 
peace-making effect, ideally with the affective coopera-
tion of all the individuals concerned.

3. Leadership as part of  
social culture

Leadership in an enterprise on the market is central 
here, including both profit and nonprofit organizations 
equally; even the public sector is addressed (particu-
larly in saving banks, public hospitals, etc.). Therefore, 
the author asks: What does leadership in enterprises 
mean?
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roles with asymmetry of power.7 However, leadership is 
also an effective communication that happens not only 
hierarchically top down but also in the same way on the 
same level horizontally and hierarchically bottom up. 
By viewing in this light, those who are guided – seen 
hierarchically – can also lead the executive on a level 
above theirs. Leadership has a formative influence on 
culture. It refers not only to the impact relating to the 
behavior of other individuals but also to other aspects of 
company culture; therefore, it influences the actual prac-
ticed relationships that are expressed – for instance – in 
the company rules.8 Culture is important as the strong, 
latent, and often unconscious cultural forces determine 
behavior, thought patterns, and values – individual and 
collective. Company culture is crucial as cultural ele-
ments determine strategies, aims, and manner of func-
tioning.9 According to Schein, company culture consists 
of visible and, to a much larger extent, mostly concealed 
spheres. It has a direct relationship with values, namely 
as an origin of the visible as well as an effective influenc-
ing factor on values. Melé and Cantón emphasized the 
fact: “Organizational culture is a composite of people’s 
behaviours within the organization and in the underlying 
shared beliefs, meaning and values, the norms com-
monly applied and the practices carried out.”10

Leadership culture means a value-based influence 
on a company and organizational culture with its trans-
parent and concealed values. Agents of leadership are 
initially individuals who create, influence, and modify the 
culture. However, leadership happens through the effec-
tiveness of rules on these agents. Even the company 
culture (as a whole) effectively shapes the individuals 
and is an agent itself as an abstract factor. In addition 
to the values set by the individual, this also includes a 
concept of a world view, for example, that of a Christian 
provider in the social market, and its consequences for 
internal rules and relationships.

Thus ideological values, rules, and individuals are 
the personal or apersonal “actors” of the management 
of the company. Just as with the social market econ-
omy as a basic concept of an economic order (macro- 
perspective), characteristic spheres of leadership that 
take a normative idea into account in a practical way can 
now also be identified on a microlevel. For this purpose, 

7 Cf. Ulrich (1999, p.230).
8 Cf. von Oelsnitz (2012, p.19). Culture is not identical to the rules 

defined in codes and guiding principles, as it is a lived reality. Cf. Noll 
(2002, p.131). 

9 Cf. Schein (2003, p.29). Short reference to his three-level model 
that claims that we need to differentiate between invisible postulated 
basic assumptions, partly visibly values, and the concretely visible 
acts. For a short overview, cf. Hüster (2016, pp.21-28).

10 Melé/Cantón (2014, p.45).

Palazzo differentiated between the particular incentive 
structure, culture, and control and trust as well as struc-
turing of decision-making.11

This systematic approach can now be contin-
ued in a three-tiered approach: effective influence of 
rules, individuals, and relationships, i.e., leadership, 
is essential significantly in the cultures of personnel 
planning, deployment, and development of commu-
nication (including hierarchy, power, and delegation) 
and motivation (including loyalty, identification, control, 
and incentives). These three relevant fields of applica-
tion are given as an example in the following. Person-
nel planning, placement, and development affect the 
leadership culture enormously by, e.g., the choice of 
executives and other employees, by the team compo-
sition, and also by development and education pro-
grams or measures. Depending on the value basis, it 
is basically crucial to seek for other characters, other 
traits of people, and other team cultures. This has an 
immediate impact on the decisions of education and 
 promotion, too.

-	 Communication and company culture that related to 
it, for example, hierarchy, power, and delegation cul-
ture, basically serve in the leadership culture either 
in fast decision-making or in a critical participation of 
as many employees as possible.

-	 A leadership culture stands out due to its under-
standing of achievement motivation. In which way 
are different cultures of trust justified and imple-
mented? Which form of control is implemented, and 
why? In addition, how will this achievement motiva-
tion be influenced in a positive effective way: rather 
than by extrinsic incentives or by a culture of intrinsic 
motivation?

The following three ethical leadership applications have 
direct influence on the answer to those practical ques-
tions asked in the everyday life of companies: Which 
characteristics should a leader have?12 Which employ-
ees should be hired? Which training measures should 
be encouraged?

Should leaders rely more on cooperative or top-
down decisions? Control or trust? Rivalry or team? 
What should be favored – extrinsic financial incentives 
or intrinsic motivation due to discretion and identifica-
tion? In the fields of application, the leadership cul-
ture, which prescribes leadership ethics as normative, 
becomes concrete.

11 Cf. Palazzo (2007, p.120).
12 Kuhn/Weibler (2012) criticized that especially machiavellists,  

narcissists, or psychopaths determine the race at the moment. 
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These areas of practice cannot be discussed indi-
vidually in this paper. Instead, we focus on a systematic 
model of normative ideas being offered by leadership 
ethics. This will be compared to the value basis of the 
social market economy. Therefore, we now need to 
identify the substance of leadership ethics.

4. Leadership ethics
Leadership, along with the culture of leading, is the uni-
verse of discourse of leadership theory and therefore 
also leadership ethics, which is a branch of leadership 
theory. Leadership theories, according to the standard 
leadership ethics textbook by Lang and Rybnikova, are 
systems of states about the phenomena of leadership 
and the leading itself that should describe and explain 
specific recent phenomena of leading.13 This includes 
explicitly normative phenomena, because – as we have 
seen – leadership has always something to do with val-
ues. Therefore, if we analyze the influence of specific 
styles of leadership and possible traits of executives on 
the motivation of employees, it is always part of leader-
ship theory.

However, the bare descriptive analysis of the nor-
mative is not yet an ethical, but rather a theoretical 
evaluation of the values in practice, which contributes 
to the assessment criterion of responsibility. Its sub-
ject is leadership culture in all areas of the company, 
departments, and hierarchical levels as a responsible 
influence of employee’s behavior.14 It addresses the 
normative basis for an intended influence of behavior.15 
It offers criticism of a practiced leadership culture, not 
only in the sense of an assessment of coherence but 
also of evaluation of the basic values being (ir)respon-
sible in the sense of morally good or bad.16 Leadership 
ethics does not content itself with the description and 
the explanation of phenomena but reflects the lead-
ership culture in a company based on its own value 
system. It is therefore not a positive discipline that  

13 Cf. Lang/Rybnikova (2014, p.27).
14 Cf. Kuhn/Weibler (2012, p.27).
15 Cf. von Oelsnitz (2012, p.8) and Ulrich (1999, p.230).
16 Cf. Schwartz (2016). 

analyzes normative processes in a value-neutral or 
purely quantitative manner and then systematically 
composes them in an ethical decision theory.

As a normative theory, it instead asks for norma-
tive evaluations according to the moral foundations in 
leadership and their effectiveness, whereby the general, 
nonethical leadership theory also comes into play in 
the evaluation of effectiveness. It can be held for the 
conceptual sharpening of leadership ethics: leader-
ship ethics is a guiding theory that explicitly evaluates 
leadership practice with a transparent value system. It 
theoretically creates a normative system with transpar-
ent values. The values are then themselves the basis for 
being able to evaluate leadership practice normatively. 
Thus, the importance of normativity in leadership ethics 
can be illustrated in terms of leadership and manage-
ment (Table 1).

Thus, a leadership ethical model must provide lead-
ership on its own value base for its application area. Its 
basic normative idea can now be reconciled with the 
value basis of the social market economy, which has a 
primary focus on only one other area of application.

5. Leadership ethics of the social 
market economy

Thus, the essence of leadership ethics can be concret-
ized in terms of its compatibility with the fundamental 
values of social market economy. A leadership ethics of 
the social market economy (LESME) must be based on 
a transparent value base, and its ethics must be based 
on its normative assessment of the leadership culture, 
above all the ratio of profitability and humanity without 
exploiting or substituting one of the objectives. The 
other essential normative principles and principles out-
lined earlier must also be taken into account.17

The purported analogy between the economic 
system (macro-level) and ethical leadership level is 

17 Cf. for a further refined examination in replicable steps with the help 
of a guideline (Nass 2017).

Management Leadership Leadership ethics

Task Giving practical orientation as a 
learned skill

Giving practical orientation also 
with values

Normative evaluation of leadership

Evaluation “Right” or “wrong” in the sense of 
effectiveness

Effective and morally “right” or 
“wrong” in the sense of values

Ethically “good” or “bad”: questioning the lived values 
with the help of a transparent normative system

Goal Effectiveness Effectiveness and practically 
normative coherence

Theoretically normative coherence

Table 1. Management – leading – leadership.
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underpinned graphically (Figure 1). Therefore, it is noted 
that the scope of leadership defines perspectives (rules, 
individuals, relationships) of the condition of the two basic 
aims: economy and humanity. By analogy to a macro-
perspective of the social market economy, a system of 
leadership ethics can be identified. Therefore, one can 
identify characteristic spheres such as personal work, 
communication, and motivation for the field of leadership –  
rather than that of organization. Thus, the simple anal-
ogy between the macro- and microlevel is as follows:

A)  Profitability targets: principle of efficiency avoids  
wastage

B)  Henceforth, the goal of humanity applies in the field of 
leadership from these three perspectives:
1)  Rules for personal work, communication,  

motivation
2) Individuals:

a) self-concept of the individuals
b) form of rules

3)  Relationships (in the sense of the irenic idea 
of peace): horizontal and vertical social culture 
among themselves and their interaction with the 
rules (e.g., the culture of loyalty)

It is easy to infer from this analogy that LESME has 
to evaluate how profitability and objective orientation 
on humanity are understood as an independent end 
in itself and how they are correlated with each other, 
taking positive freedom, equal social principles, and 
affective coexistence for the field of leadership into 
account. This central question is discussed in the 

following sections. Of course, it is provided that neither 
of the two aims will be sacrificed for the other, because 
it would mean that the necessary ratio determination 
of the relevant basic social market values would be 
entirely excluded. If one perspective of leadership is 
overlooked, the result would be that an implementa-
tion of this leadership culture would lead either to eco-
nomic depersonalization or to utopian de-profitability of 
entrepreneurial acts in the long term. Both efficiency 
and orientation on humanity have to be accepted as 
noninterchangeable goals of leadership when we talk 
about LESME. Otherwise, such attribution would be 
wrong. Just as the relationship is defined in concrete 
terms by the respective value base to which objective 
greater weight is attributed, different leadership ethical 
paradigms and approaches can again be distinguished 
within this sense horizon. Depending on the consis-
tency with the basic values, the respective proximity or 
distance can then be further differentiated. However, 
the focus is on the basic question of the cooperation 
of the two non-substitutable goals of profitability in the 
market and humanity with an objective understanding 
of positive freedom and the consequences of relation-
ships in a company.

Therefore, we can differentiate between a nonethi-
cal leadership theory and leadership ethics in a broader 
sense (ibs) and leadership ethics in a narrower sense 
(ins), which corresponds to the normative ideas of the 
social market economy (Table 2).

We have to differentiate between leadership ethics 
(ibs) – which is not meant (ins) because of its instrumen-
talization of the social aim – between

Figure 1. Values of the social market economy for the microlevel.
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– those that are limited to the characteristics of homo 
economicus (HO) and 

– those that understand human beings as dialogic 
beings with an egoistic and ethical rationality

LESME is, according to our understanding, leader-
ship ethics (ins). Imperialistic approaches are counted 
among the first group. They understand entrepreneurial 
responsibility as a structured process for the optimiza-
tion of organizations without the aspect of humanity 
as an end in itself. In doing so, it follows the logic of 
Gary Becker and, for example, the business consultant, 
McKinsey et al. They are leadership ethics (ibs) as they 
evaluate normative leadership culture based on values. 
Approaches of the second group of leadership ethics 
(ibs) see human beings as a dialogic being with an ego-
istic and a non-egoistic rationality. Maybe it is also about 
coming to maturity which is a humane aim. However, 
this goal is only secondary here, exchangeable, and 
subjected to the single dominant profitability aim, and 
therefore it is instrumentalized.18 For example, Bruno 
Frey had this opinion of the so-called bright side of lead-
ership, according to which, morality is an economic suc-
cess factor: the consideration of the employee’s wishes 
leads to the creation of value via appreciation.19 Kets 
de Vries said that the understanding of employees is 
a strategy for success and that satisfaction is the way 
to better performance.20 If this absolute positive synthe-
sis of humanity and efficiency is correct, the humane 
aim should never be sacrificed. But this is a dream, as 
the basic assumptions of normative efficiency of these 
theories are not evident at all. There is also a dark side 
of economically successful leadership that is orientated 
only on profitability.21 Regarding the instrumentalized 
leadership ethics (ibs), it is crucial to note that the con-
sideration of human aims is only legitimate as long as 
it helps to achieve more profitability. Otherwise, it can 
or even must be rejected to achieve the only valid aim 

18 Cf. Sims/Brinkmann (2003, p.243).
19 Cf. Frey et al. (2010, p.643).
20 Cf. Kets de Vries (2009).
21 Such approaches follow the logic of Machiavelli. Cf. Kellermann 

(2004, p.5). The orientation on success is here the only criterion for 
the differentiation between the presumably strong and weak leading. 

of economic net product with other means that are 
not humanity. The personal development of men is an 
exchangeable means to the end of efficiency in these 
models. Admittedly, the apparent results of this practi-
cal leadership that follows the leadership ethics (ibs) 
might be seen as positive at first glance; however, the 
thought-provoking relativization of the humanitarianism 
of human dignity for such approaches is the exclusion 
criterion of being a LESME. As an ethics of leadership, 
they can and should be duly discussed.

LESME needs to treat the value basis differently:

– Humanity is understood as a non-exploited and non-
exchangeable means to an end. A crucial aim of 
leadership in LESME is always the personal devel-
opment of every single person depending on fixed 
basic skills and variable traits (e.g., preferences, 
feelings, and holistic life contexts).

– Even the aim of profitability should not be exploited 
or substituted. As companies in the market economy 
compete with each other, both the leaders and the 
design of rules and strategies have to keep economic 
success in mind. Of course, it needs motivated and 
well-qualified employees. These employees should 
not have the goal of self-realization at the expense 
of the company; otherwise, it would be an invita-
tion for moral hazard which would further weaken 
the potential to identification. If profitability is com-
pletely sacrificed for the supposed aim of humanity, 
the probability of the company disappearing from the 
market would be very high. Other players with their 
own leadership cultures would take these places, 
and the humane aim would be sacrificed in the mar-
ket in the name of serving humanity. The marketabil-
ity has to be secured to prevent that, too.

LESME requires the normative development of every 
employee in a company as an end in itself normatively –  
next to an economic calculation owed to profitability.22 

22 Jussen (2009) emphasized the “untouchable subject character of 
human” as protection “against tendencies of technocratic absoluti-
zation of functional and efficiency aspects in dealing with working 
people.”

Nonethical 
leadership theory

Leadership ethics

In a broader sense (ibs) In a narrower sense (ins)

Positive description of the 
culture of leadership

Normative evaluation of the culture 
of leadership

Normative evaluation of the culture of leadership considering the dualism of 
goals: profitability/humanity, positive freedom, and social peace (irenic idea) 

in the lived relationship

Table 2. Leadership theory and leadership ethics.
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Under this condition, we can now differentiate between 
alternative schools of LESME.

6.	 Classification	for	an	evaluation
There is no one and only true leadership ethics in the 
social market economy, just as there is no one social 
market economy either. In fact, we have to show that 
approaches of LESME which might be competitive have 
all the basic values of the social market economy and 
are therefore fruitful for the microlevel. Accordingly, 
there are two steps necessary to monitor it: identification 
as LESME and subsequently as LESME assignment to 
one of the basic normative paradigms that use this con-
dition. For both steps, the respective value base and the 
resulting response to the relationship between the two 
basic objectives must be introduced.

We have to presume basic ideas of humanity (concepts 
of man) and duty as well as ideas of social community 
in the company as a value basis of leadership ethics –  
analogous to institutional ethics. The value basis is the 
soil that has to be transparent, where the fruits of practice 
can be measured normatively. It also answers the ques-
tion of what the relationship between individuals and the 
team and also the company as a whole is basically like. 
Which development is paramount? In addition, which 
practiced spirit should be connected: rather an anony-
mous coexistence or a confrontation with competition, or 
an interaction of conscientiousness or even affection? Is 
it human centered enough if the individual is subordinated 
to the collective body in the team or in the company? Or 
is the team or the company understood as a sum of self-
actualizing individuals? Or are there interactions? These 
and other ideas have to be accompanied by an ideologi-
cal justification to be transparent and traceable in their 
justifications. This can be either normative, individualistic, 
Kantian, metaphysical, discourse ethics, or otherwise.

Based on these values, the relationship between the 
two basic values of economy and humanity has to be 
defined. Economy and heuristically or anthropologically 
justified humanity as contrary and therefore absolute set 
goals for good leadership and leadership culture may 
converge. However, neither of the two aims should be 
sacrificed in a cultural program and degenerate to a bare 
nominalism. The relevant models are located between 
two extreme poles. On the one hand, there is the self-
interest of the market with self-sufficient egoism as a 
“virtue” toward which heuristic economic models tend. 
If for economic reasons humanity is completely endoge-
nized – as for example in economic imperialism – then 
the relevant theory would not be LESME. On the other 
hand, there is an equally inefficient and also unrealistic 
collective thought that wants to subject not only internal 

decision processes in the company but also the funda-
mental legitimacy of entrepreneurial acting. Profitability 
on the market can be jeopardized with a utopian view of 
selfless and moral individuals in the voluntary duty of the 
collective – as defined. This bias might be represented 
in some deontological or metaphysical approaches. 
These extreme models are not LESME either.

7. Leadership ethical paradigms by 
comparison

Having identified exclusion criteria for LESME – based 
on known organizational and economic ethical discus-
sion – we now turn our focus to three paradigms. These 
paradigms claim prima facie to correspond to the nor-
mative ideas of the social market economy and there-
fore seem to be LESME.23

A first normative individualistic school takes a 
respective heuristic as a basis for the economic eth-
ics of Karl Homann et al. and HO. From this, it follows 
that companies that act on the market have the idea 
of employees as human resources in the sense of effi-
ciency. This orientation on efficiency faces a heuristi-
cally simplified perception that is still open for a more 
sophisticated humanity orientation as an end in itself. 
However, it is not compulsory. This is the criterion that 
decides whether it is LESME or not.

Alternatively, a complex, anthropologically based 
human nature can be postulated with the help of which 
human beings are seen as persons beyond the coun-
terfactual HO heuristics. In addition to profitability, the 
leadership ethics should also help the personal devel-
opment of employees as such ethical models are not 
wrapped up in endogenizing economics. We also have 
to think about the optimization of the development of 
human beings as persons, depending on fixed and 
variable traits. In the sense of humanity, it is the per-
sonal development in its complexity as a mean in itself 
that faces the goal of profitability. We need to make an 
economic ethical difference between the deontologi-
cal approach with Kantian influence and metaphysical 
models. In addition, this always happens analogous 
to the essential chains of argumentation of the idea of 
the social market economy. An assignment to LESME 
is only successful if the principle of profitability is not 
endogenized by the collectivistic idea of humanity. In 
the following sections, for each of the three selected 
paradigms, one model is discussed exemplarily and it 
is examined in the sense of the system: ordonomics as 
a normative individualistic model, the classic Kantian 

23 More paradigms are easily conceivable.
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as a deontological approach/model, and servant lead-
ership as a metaphysical approach.

8.	 Normative	individualism:	
ordonomic approach

Ingo Pies and his followers suggested a leadership eth-
ics who thought consequently one step further of the 
economic ethical model of Karl Human et al., in the 
frame of a so-called ordonomic approach.24 Of course, 
the idea of HO as a heuristic as well as normative indi-
vidualism is provided.25 The ordonomic approach is to 
be understood as a model that describes the logic of 
a free market order in business economics and, here 
specifically, leadership ethics: the term “ordonomics” is 
socio-theoretically found and generally developed as a 
rational choice analysis (of interdependences) between 
social structure and semantics.26 Therefore, ordonomic 
leadership ethics is explicitly a macro-micro-model that 
raises the claim to repeal the seeming trade-off of econ-
omy and ethics. Finally, management is characterized 
by the economic logic. It is only when leadership eth-
ics is not perceived as a disruptive factor that it has the 
chance to be heard and to take effect in its context. Of 
course, the principle of profit maximization is initially set 
in such an approach. A LESME is presented in that line. 
The logic of market economy and leadership culture is 
made compatible according to the principle of profit. 
Market-orientated, economic, and ordonomic logic of 
leadership ethics are normally coherent and therefore 
need no translation in theory nor in practice. This would 
be associated with costs.

The responsibility profile in the ordonomic approach 
does not follow simple profit maximization. Since the 
basic “yes” to the profit principle is understood differ-
ently than by Friedman, for whom “the social responsi-
bility of business is to increase its profits.”27 The profit 
maximization here is still uncontested as a goal, but 
this principle should be connected inextricably with the 
actual corporate purpose of the company: the social 
responsibility of companies and also of good leadership 
should ultimately be the value added as common good, 
as efficiency wants to avoid the waste of resources. As 
the real institutions do not conform to this ideal, we have 

24 This strong connection is emphasized by Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler 
(2011, p.34) with reference to Homann/Pies (1994). 

25 This approach understands itself as a value-added heuristic, in 
which there is no place for complex conceptions of man. Cf. Pies/
Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.25).

26 Cf. Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.15 f). 
27 Cf. Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.17) with reference to  

Friedman (1970). 

to distinguish clearly so as to not lose the real respon-
sibility of the added value. Efficiency as value added is 
thus social responsibility of companies and leadership.

As a result, leadership is basically orientated on the 
principle of profit, which is consistent with the economic 
approach. This is combined with a postulated responsi-
bility for the organization of rules to promote efficiency 
by moral-free actions of the players. Therefore, leaders 
should not just play the given game, which is based on 
the rules in a company (leadership culture) well, but 
should make the rules and therefore the game better: 
the ordonomic approach works systematically to enable 
managers so that the companies they lead learn to play 
the game better.28 The formation of market rules is not 
the task of the state alone – in contrast to Friedman, for 
example. Companies are co-responsible for improving 
the game in the sense of net product value. This makes 
company ethics possible. By analogy, the leaders in a 
company are not just mere recipients of established 
rules; rather, they are jointly responsible for actively 
shaping them. The institutional ethical focus is therefore 
accompanied by an individual ethical part of a respon-
sible, even regulatory, design of rules that are morally 
good if they serve the end of added value. The logic 
of the HO is based on the rule design appropriate for 
the creation of value. Moral – thus understood – does 
not follow any logic of a philosophical ethics that imports 
noneconomic semantics, since it is completely bound to 
the aim of profitability. The consequences of changes in 
the rule system can only be re-allocative as they serve 
the preservation of market efficiency, but they may not 
be redistributive.29

Such a moral as production factor30 wants to guar-
antee a win-win situation in the combination of eco-
nomic and moral logic. This situation does not see 
both goals as orthogonal positions and therefore not 
as dualism or even as competitors.31 The principle of 
the added value by realization of profits is seen as the 
representation of human usefulness in terms of effi-
ciency. Such an approach does not compete with the 
economic but with the humane aim – understood as 
added value. Consequently, it is not about improving 
leaders “to better humans. Instead it is about educating 
better managers.”32 In light of the above, from an ethi-
cal point of view, it is also necessary to warn against a 

28 Cf. Pies/Beckman/Hieschler (2011, p.28); Cf. ibid (pp.16-17, p.20); 
Pies/Beckman/Hieschler (2012, p.331).

29 Cf. Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.21).
30 Cf. Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.18). Cf. ibid (p.19, 32, 1111).
31 Cf. for that schematics of Pies/Beckmann/Hischler (2011, p.30) as 

well as Pies/Beckman/Hieschler (2012, p.328).
32 Cf. Pies/Beckmann/Hieschler (2011, p.33) with reference to 

Boatright (1999).
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morality which is contrary to the principle of efficiency. 
Value creation in terms of efficiency is then identical in 
the market to human diligence/usefulness. To determine 
the relationship between the objectives, two competing 
interpretations of human dignity must be distinguished. 
In the context of market economy (and therefore in the 
field of practiced leadership), it is substituted by the effi-
ciency goal. In this perspective, the ordonomic approach 
is a concept of leadership ethics (ibs), but not a LESME. 
However, if we look at the service characteristics of 
the economy to the creation of value, which as a result 
benefits real (not heuristically reduced) people, then a 
separate perspective of human usefulness comes at 
least indirectly into focus, which ultimately also affects 
leadership ethics (ins). In this respect, we can see the 
ordonomic approach as LESME.

In summary, the ordonomic approach consistently 
transfers the basic idea of market ethics to the manage-
ment level with a macro–micro-perspective. The aboli-
tion of the value dualism – essential for LESME – by 
an economic normative absorption through the eco-
nomic perspective creates a new dualism of the sec-
ond degree, since leaders should be good mangers, 
but not good people. A congruence of the goals on the 
individual ethical level is not reached. A new leadership 
ethical dualism comes into the focus of discussion. For 
a clear allocation as LESME, the heterogeneous human 
aim would have to be coherently defined. However, this 
clarification is still missing in the approach.

9.	 Deontology:	Kantian	approach
A classical Kantian approach as an ideological basis for 
leadership ethics is presented by Bowie. The underly-
ing values and the idea of the development of men as 
persons are justified transcendentally. It is logically the 
direct result of the categorical imperative by Kant to treat 
human beings not only as a means to an end but also 
always as ends in themselves at the same time. With this 
the exploitation of individuals for economic calculation is 
absolutely forbidden – in terms of the necessity of ratio-
nal thinking. On the one hand, personality is realized in a 
negative freedom: it is a necessary condition for a culture 
of autonomous–personal freedom: is the unconditional 
obligation to guarantee an “ability to act independently 
of determination by alien causes.”33 Force and imposi-
tion are forbidden categorically.34 The Kantian person-
ality realizes itself nevertheless not only in negative but 

33 Bowie (1998, p.1085).
34 Cf. Korsgaard (1996, p.113). A compulsory redundancy is here 

 legitimate as the employees embarked to this potential risk before, 
Cf. Bowie (1999, pp.48-53).

also always in positive freedom: personal development 
as normative autonomy means the empowerment of 
employees “to be a law unto themselves.”35 This is again 
justified in another categorical imperative:

“A rational being is a member of the realm of ends if 
he gives universal laws in it while also being subject 
to those laws. He is sovereign in the realm of ends if, 
as law-giving, he isn’t subject to anyone else’s will. A 
rational being must always regard himself as law-giving 
in a realm of ends that is possible only through the 
freedom of the will, and this holds whether he belongs to 
the realm as a member or as sovereign.”36

Therefore, it would be ideal if all employees in a com-
pany were supported to develop the highest stage of 
human freedom as personality according to Kant. Good 
leadership ethics should create a culture of empow-
erment of autonomous freedom. Ethical legitimate 
leadership assumes (free from egoism and therefore) 
autonomous leaders who empower their employees to 
be autonomous, always in responsibility to the moral 
law. “...one has both a duty of perfection to oneself and 
a duty to promote the happiness of others.”37 The end in 
itself – objectively understood – of such leadership is the 
empowerment of men to develop a triple responsibility 
toward the moral law, himself, and others.

The Kantian approach emphasizes the coexistence 
of both virtue and institutional ethical considerations. 
Ethical leadership “must be done from the appropriate 
moral motive.”38 It needs experienced ethical leaders. A 
leadership that is only focused on virtue ethically is not 
complex enough. It needs to be completed by a con-
textual institutional ethical design of leadership culture, 
realized in good leaders as well as in good rules and 
concrete situations, which should protect and encourage 
the triple responsibility on all hierarchical levels.39 The 
rules should enable the development of this responsibil-
ity in the concrete application area to reach the human 
goal (for instance, by purposeful continued education, 
flat hierarchies, delegation, cooperative decisions, atti-
tudes of respective employees, etc.).

Economy is in service of humanity. The goal of dual-
ism is not dissolved in ethical discourse – as for example 
in Ulrich’s integrative approach. The intended participa-
tive leading is not understood as a kind of consensus 
democracy. The task of the leader is to find/shape/ bal-
ance between the different groups of interest and also 

35 Bowie (1999, p.63). Cf. Bruton (2011, p.184).
36 http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/kant1785.pdf (p.32).
37 Bowie/Werhane (2005, p.64).
38 Bowie (1999, p.66).
39 Cf. Kuhn/Weibler (2012, p.119).
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to withstand the differences: “We should prefer a theory 
of leadership that allows a place of disagreement and 
dissent.”40 Well-founded arguments of profitability and 
humanity may oppose each other in concrete decisions. 
These potential differences cannot and should not be 
argued away or even harmonized. They need to be 
taken seriously and finally to be decided in terms of last-
ing humanity. Economic arguments should influence the 
personal perspective. However, the concept of a diver-
gence of human and profitability goal remains after such 
reflections. This is the reason why the Kantian leader-
ship ethics demands convincing competence on the part 
of the leaders and appropriate rules. This competence 
should help the unconditional personal goal of auton-
omy to prevail.41 If all employees have reached this state 
of autonomy, there will be no more discussion in case of 
a conflict. But this is probably utopian.

In summary, Kantian leadership ethics derives 
humanity in terms of personality and with the idea of 
responsibility from the categorical imperative – without 
discourse ethical posits of consensus. The focus is on 
a strong concept of autonomy which is understood as 
a guaranteed negative and as empowerment of posi-
tive freedom. This approach represents both the virtual– 
ethical and the institutional ethical view. The goal of 
humanity is connected with a strong idea of freedom. 
This idea does not de-personalize human beings as col-
lective beings. The servant character of profitability con-
nected with this liberal concept of humanity corresponds 
to the basic values of the social market economy. There-
fore, we can call it as LESME.42

10.	Metaphysics:	servant	leadership
Finally, we take servant leadership into account. This 
approach is booming especially in the USA and is char-
acterized by Christian ideas. The entrepreneur Robert 
Greenleaf (1904-1990) designed a vision of a servant 
attitude of leaders inspired by Herman Hesse’s tale 
 Morgenlandfahrt.43 The servant leadership idea has 
gone through a history with some sideways. The main 
concepts are outlined in this paper.

The required self-conception of the leader as a ser-
vant should inspire and empower the employees to be 
independent and co-responsible. The focus was highly 
virtue ethics in the beginning. This becomes appar-
ent in the first approaches, for example, in catalogs of 
abilities and attitudes that good leaders should have.  

40 Bowie/Werhane (2005, p.147).
41 Cf. Bowie/Werhane (2005, p.147).
42 A relevant analysis of Ulrich’s integrative model is to be considered 

more differentiated because of its discourse ethical orientation.
43 For the following overview, Cf. Hartmann (2013, pp.23-41). 

Larry Spears listed 10 such abilities, for instance. Evan-
gelical interpretations – such as those of Ken Blanchard 
and Phil Hodges – are that servant leadership follows 
the motto: “lead like Jesus.” Jesus is an idealized lead-
ing figure. Principles and again virtues are stringed 
together here with intuitive and also occasionally easy 
references to the bible, for example, “heart, head, 
hands, and habit.” This means that the right motivation, 
the presence of a vision, or, for instance, the virtues of 
the pioneer of a visionary performance motivator, etc.44

Jennings and Stahl-Wert again outlined the upside-
down pyramid from an evangelical view as follows:45

1. Run to great purpose: it needs a thrilling vision.
2. Upend the pyramid: it needs the willingness to serve 

and not to rule.
3. Raise the bar: it is expected that all members of the 

team want to do their best and expand their range 
of options.

4. Blaze the trail: the basic condition must be provided.
5. Build the strength: strengths should be strengthened 

above all and not weaknesses reduced.

The implementation of these five steps raises the 
(incentives to) motivation, too. A secular version of 
James Sipe and Don Frick offers a matrix with 21 lead-
ing competences that are divided into seven categories. 
These catalogs may be plausible, but their systematic 
foundation is missing. Only this foundation would allow 
plausible ethics starting from the value basis up to the 
practice fields of leadership. In addition, the questions 
about an implementation in the concrete leadership cul-
ture remain unanswered – even in the practical refer-
ences of the catalogs. The attempts of Sipe and Frick 
are the exception as far as the history is concerned.

An ideological Christian value basis to servant lead-
ership presupposes an anthropological and biblical 
foundation in the image of God in human beings, which 
is the basis for personal self-reliance and necessarily 
includes every human being.

It identifies in Jesus Christ a role model of serving 
without a premature transfer to a concrete leading con-
text or even imposing on individual decision-making situ-
ations. “But whoever would be great among you must be 
your servant” (Mk 10, 43). These words of Jesus (and 
others) can be transferred into concrete virtues. How-
ever, such a transfer is not trivial at all; it needs intensive 
reflection. What is clear, however, is that serving means 
not self-denial, but a loving answer to God’s offer of 

44 Cf. ibid (p.32). 
45 Cf. Jennings/Stahl-Wert (2003, pp.102 f.), like the reception by John-

son (2009, p.207). 
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salvation.46 By understanding in a Christian way – it frees 
and empowers servants and those who are served at the 
same time to freedom on the way to salvation. Those who 
are served should also be servants themselves.

In the understood service, it is a question of free-
ing itself critically self-reflexively from self-motivated 
behavioral automatism, thereby freeing itself internally 
for the salvation order of God, following Jesus Christ, 
and then, as a model, enabling others to do likewise. 
The first question is not: How do I serve? But who do I 
serve? The Christian answer is: servant leadership is a 
faithfully implemented life in Christ following the conver-
sion of the threefold love. The first is to serve God, then 
with Jesus as a model, the human being, the life, and 
thus also the other, the creation and, finally, the society 
in common good.

Serving – understood in this way – means freeing 
oneself critically and self-reflexively from an egoistic-
driven behavior. Thus, one becomes free inwardly for 
God’s order of salvation, can follow Jesus Christ, and then 
empower other people worthy of belief – as a role model – 
to do the same. The first question is not: How do I serve? 
But Who do I serve?47 The Christian answer is: servant 
leadership is a way of life – put into practice – following 
Jesus to implement the triple commandment of love. First, 
it is about serving God, then serving one’s own life and 
finally also the community in the common good.48 A triple 
Christian responsibility (before God, oneself, and others) 
is reflected in the fact that cognitive and spiritual aspects 
are in focus. It is also about being a role model and under-
standing body and mind as such a consistent unity and 
about developing this unity; as body, mind, and soul are 
one unity in the Christian understanding. The responsibil-
ity for the body is according to the self-love offered and 
opposes the fears of Bowie that servant leadership might 
be in danger of being self-denying or of being used up for 
others and the company. Such serving as self-enslave-
ment is the opposite of servant leadership. It is the positive 
view of the impact on others: to encourage personal devel-
opment to humane salvation means to empower men to 
develop their creative strengths. Servant leadership is to 
be understood as a catalyst for personal liberation.

Profitability is not rejected as a goal. The ethical 
substance of profitability can be interpreted in a reli-
gious way: right economizing is the duty for God.49 Inef-
ficiency depersonalizes human beings and squanders 
scarce resources of God’s creation. Nevertheless, or 
rather because of that, the question, “whom the com-
pany is serving on the market”, needs to be asked.  

46 Cf. Hartmann (2013, p.86).
47 Cf. Schnorrenberg (2014, p.349).
48 Cf. ibid; Hartmann (2013, pp.70f, 74).
49 Cf. Brunner (1932, p.384), cited by Hartmann (2013, p.104).

Profitability is not an end in itself, but the duty for God 
and  people.50 If profitability should be humanized, then 
we need companies on the market that are able to do 
this with economic success. Both goals must be consid-
ered. None should be sacrificed for the other. In addi-
tion, if they should ever compete with each other, there 
is no easy answer. We have to keep dualism in mind. 
But it is obvious that profitability does not mean profit 
maximization. It is more about expanding free spaces 
of humanity with economic success (which is obtained 
humanely). An example is the employment of those who 
have no chance on the first labor market. Inefficiency – 
which is punished by the market – is to be excluded as 
well as inhumanity to increase profits.

This means that the two basic goals need to be seen 
on equal terms. The complexity in the concrete decision 
remains. There is no easy hierarchy. This requires a 
high level of professionalism for the leader as a deci-
sion responsibility. Servant leadership – justified in a 
Christian way – takes a biblical-based ideal of a serv-
ing culture seriously which is promised by a humane 
fair efficiency in economic success. The basic idea cor-
responds to the values of the social market economy. 
Therefore, it is clearly LESME.

11. Prospects
The evaluation of three leadership ethical models illus-
trated in this paper is only a beginning for both identify-
ing leadership ethics and sounding the relationship with 
the normative basic ideas of the social market economy 
out. The future of the model of the social market econ-
omy is essentially dependent on the normative basis 
of the companies’ leadership culture. Different ideologi-
cal approaches are conceivable for this purpose, which 
has been shown in this paper. If – by contrast – other 
leadership ethics gained acceptance, the social market 
economy in terms of the famous identification of chang-
ing social culture by Coleman (Coleman bathtub)51 would 
be removed in the medium or long term from practice 
and led ad absurdum. By seeing like this, it is not an aca-
demic glass bead game to ask leadership ethics for their 
normative content and therefore its compatibility. This 
distinction is not only intended to initiate a scientific dis-
cussion, it also wants to make companies aware of the 
models of leadership ethics they use to shape their lead-
ership culture. For this, we need a preferably comprehen-
sive evaluation of leadership ethical models. This part in 
this paper is only the beginning. However, the essential 
basics of the systematics have been put forward.

50 Cf. Hartmann (2013, p.98).
51 Cf. Coleman (1986).
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