
Navigating the Moral and Ethical Responsibilities of Leadership: 
A Comparative Analysis of Coaching and Mentoring

Introduction 
Leadership transcends the boundaries of strategy and vision. It embodies a fundamental
ethical responsibility to inspire, guide, and develop future leaders. Drawing on
contemporary research, this article examines the ethical obligations inherent in
leadership, focusing on the dynamic relationship between coaching and mentoring.

The Moral and Ethical Imperative of Leadership 
Leadership is not solely about profit margins or market dominance - it is about
stewardship. According to Doh and Stumpf (2005), leaders are entrusted with the welfare
of employees, stakeholders, and society at large. This trust carries a profound moral and
ethical weight. Leaders must strive for transparency, fairness, and integrity in their
decision-making processes. As demonstrated by Ciulla (1998), ethical leadership sets the
tone for organisational culture and influences the behaviour of subordinates.

Recent research by Brown, Treviño, and Harrison (2020) highlights the crucial role of
ethical leadership in building trust within organizations and fostering employee well-
being. They argue that ethical leaders who exhibit consistent moral behaviour inspire trust
and reduce unethical conduct among employees.

Coaching vs. Mentoring 
While coaching and mentoring both play crucial roles in leadership development, they
serve distinct functions.

Coaching is a goal-oriented, performance-driven process. As supported by Clutterbuck
(2004), coaching aims to enhance specific skills and competencies, focusing on short-
term objectives. Coaches offer feedback, guidance, and strategies to help individuals
excel in their current roles. Ethical coaching demands objectivity, confidentiality, and
respect for individual autonomy.

More recent insights from Grant et al. (2021) emphasize the role of ethical coaching in
developing leaders' emotional intelligence and self-awareness, which are essential for
ethical decision-making.
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Mentoring, as described by Kram (1985), is a more holistic, long-term relationship. It fosters
personal and professional growth by providing advice, wisdom, and emotional support.
Ethical mentoring involves a commitment to the mentee's overall well-being and career
development. This often includes sharing personal experiences and insights to help the
mentee navigate their own ethical dilemmas.

Recent studies by Allen et al. (2021) delve into the ethical dimensions of mentoring,
emphasizing the importance of mentors serving as ethical role models and promoting
ethical behaviour in their mentees.

Ethical Dimensions of Coaching and Mentoring
Both coaching and mentoring share a commitment to ethical principles, but their
applications differ.

In coaching, ethics are embedded in respecting the coachee's autonomy and
confidentiality. Coaches must avoid imposing personal values and judgments while
encouraging ethical decision-making within the context of the coachee's role (Garvey et
al., 2016).

Mentoring, on the other hand, involves a deeper, more personal connection. Ethical
mentors must exemplify integrity, as their actions serve as powerful ethical models for their
mentees. They should encourage ethical reflection and discussions that extend beyond
immediate work-related concerns (Eby et al., 2008).

Leadership is a moral journey as much as a strategic one. Ethical leadership is rooted in
transparency, fairness, and integrity, and it carries the responsibility of shaping an
organisation's culture and ethical climate.

Understanding the distinctions between coaching and mentoring is pivotal for leaders
committed to their ethical obligations. Coaches focus on skill development and
performance, whereas mentors offer a broader, more personal perspective.

In conclusion, leadership is not defined solely by profits and achievements; it is defined by
the values and ethics that guide it. By embracing these responsibilities and recognizing the
nuances between coaching and mentoring, leaders can better navigate the ethical
complexities of their roles, fostering a culture of integrity and growth within their
organisations.
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