
Four Contexts of 
Business Leadership 

Shaping the 21st Century

by William C. Miller and Debra R. Miller



This slide deck contains excerpts from the

full-length research paper, which is available at:

www.VCIhome.com

© 2011 Values Centered Innovation Enablement Services Pvt. Ltd.

All rights reserved.

RESEARCH SERIES

brought to you by:



Over the last 100 years, four distinct contexts of business
leadership have emerged around the globe: rationalist,
humanistic, wholistic, and spiritual-based.

Each context represents a fundamental change in how we
view the nature of business leadership.

As we embrace and fulfill these contexts of business
leadership, we believe it will naturally fuel a fundamental
change in the nature of business itself, such that business
and its leadership can take its rightful place in solving what
seem to be the unsolvable problems in the world today.

100 years



One way of understanding the core process of business is:
“the conversion of matter, energy, and knowledge into
useful products and services for customers through the
power of mind and spirit.”

Therefore, business has a special affinity to three fields of
study: science (matter and energy), psychology (knowledge
and mind), and spirituality (spirit).

We have chosen to focus on the influence that these three
disciplines have had, from among all the disciplines that can
help shape a context for business leadership.

science – psychology - spirituality



Each of the four contexts of business leadership still exists.
The rationalist is now in its decline, the humanistic is now in
its prime, the wholistic is now in its development, and the
spiritual-based is newly emerging.

four contexts co-exist today

Within an organization, different
leaders might operate from any one
of these four contexts. Any single
leader might operate from a blend of
contexts. Thus, they all currently co-
exist, sometimes not very peacefully,
in today’s business world.

Spiritual-
Based

Rationalist

Humanistic

Wholistic



The Rationalist Context 
for Business Leadership Rationalist



After Sir Isaac Newton uncovered the “laws of gravity and
motion,” showing that cause-and-effect forces could
describe natural phenomenon, people began to view the
universe as a great, mechanical “clock.”

Scientific investigation in fields such as physics, chemistry,
biology, economics, and eventually psychology took on the
task of defining the deterministic, “clockwork” nature of
everything, including life itself – in the hope of finding new
ways to control nature, and people’s behavior.

laws of gravity and motion

Rationalist



By 1910, the new fields of psychology and psychiatry were
emerging with their own version of “determinism” as it
applied to understanding human nature.

Sigmund Freud developed a relatively mechanistic view of
the inner-psyche. The forces of “id” and “super-ego” battled
for control, with the “ego” as the referee.

Later, B.F. Skinner developed “behaviorist” psychology
saying that all behavior was based on a mechanistic
interplay of stimulus-response-reinforcement.

behaviorist psychology

Rationalist



From these views, business became “survival of the fittest,”
and competition a win-lose game. The goal of business and
its leadership is wealth creation – specifically, profit-
maximization – on behalf of business owners.

It was only a matter of time before scientific understanding
would also be applied to managing “the parts” (people) of
the corporate machine for greatest efficiency and
profitability.

In this context, business is often compared to “warfare,”
that can “crush the competition.”

competition is a win/lose game

Rationalist



In this leadership context, the common employee is usually
seen as an interchangeable part in the big machine.

To generate maximum productivity, Frederick Taylor
inaugurated “scientific management” in which jobs were
specified in detail.

Directing employees is a matter of “command and
convince” leadership.

Motivation is by “carrot and stick;” i.e., rewards and
punishments.

command and control

Rationalist



By the mid-century, Skinner’s “behavior reinforcement” –
with its mechanical stimulus-response practices – was
widely accepted and implemented.

Top leaders encourage internal competition, believing it will
bring out the best of everyone – or single out the “parts”
that need replacing.

behavior reinforcement

Rationalist



This rationalist context for business leadership arose at the
turn of the century, dominated leadership thinking well into
the 1960’s, and still continues today. We acknowledge the
wisdom of this context as:

 Honoring the experience and wisdom of “those who have paved the
way before us.”

 Using resources efficiently.

We further acknowledge two limitations:
 Discounting the inherent capability and motivation of man to do good

and be good.

 Believing that life could and should be used and controlled for
achieving one's own (self-centered) goals.

efficiency and self-centered goals

Rationalist



The Humanistic Context 
for Business Leadership

Rationalist

Humanistic



In the early 1900’s, Albert Einstein shook the world of
physics with his theory of relativity.

The great quantum physicist Werner Heisenberg once said
that it takes up to 50 years before the physicist's view of the
nature of the universe makes its way into the mass
consciousness of society. By the 1950’s and 60’s, “relativity”
was a core theme of this humanistic context.

Abraham Maslow developed his view of man’s hierarchy of
needs: that man was by nature seeking to express his full
potential – to self-actualize – after taking care of more basic
needs.

relativity – self-actualization

Humanistic



The purpose of business and leadership from the
humanistic view is still wealth creation, but with a win-win
mentality in which “enlightened self-interest” supplants
“self-interest.”

It took people like J. Edward Deming to bring the
humanistic view into practical business, through Total
Quality Management (TQM). He saw that fear was the
biggest obstacle to productivity – rather than a prime
motivator to get the work done.

win-win enlightened self-interest

Humanistic



One indication that this humanistic context had matured
was when Fortune Magazine began to annually publish the
“100 Best Companies to Work For”, using employee-based
assessments with five “humanistic” criteria: credibility/
trustworthiness, respect, fairness, meaning of work, and
sense of family/ community.

best companies to work for

Humanistic



In this humanistic context, how to motivate people became
“relative” to their needs. How to lead people became
“situational,” depending on the circumstances. We began to
see “situational ethics,” along with the “situational
leadership” model of Ken Blanchard and Paul Hersey.

Douglas MacGregor formulated his “Theory Y”: that people
were basically good, wanted to do a good job, and could be
trusted to do right. People became a resource to be
managed sensitively. Thus the Personnel department
evolved to be called “Human Resources.”

human resources

Humanistic



In this context, leaders see people as having unique talents
and build jobs around that talent, as much as fit talent into
pre-defined jobs. Leadership is more consultative, even
participative, with an emphasis on empowerment.

It’s the norm to involve the employees in assessing their
annual performance appraisals as their concern is now how
to fulfill their human potential through the workplace.

Employee loyalty decreases as they identify more with their
profession than their company. Company loyalty also
decreases: with re-engineering and downsizing.

participative - empowerment

Humanistic



goodness and individualism

This humanistic context of business leadership first gained
momentum in the 1950's and 60's, and became the norm of
many major corporations by the 1980's. We acknowledge
the wisdom of this context as:

 Recognizing the essential goodness and work ethic of people.

 Providing opportunities for individuals to fulfill their potential, which
includes self-actualization as well as work abilities and aspirations.

We further acknowledge two limitations:
 Focusing on needs, where motivation occurs when something is

perceived as missing.

 Focusing on individualism, where the “win-win” solutions are between
individual interests, and do not necessarily include the interest of the
larger whole and the interest of society and environment.

Humanistic



The Wholistic Context 
for Business Leadership

Rationalist

Humanistic

Wholistic



An ever-deeper understanding of the physical nature of the
universe, along with a reinterpretation of evolution, helped
lay the foundation for the wholistic context.

From the 1930’s forward, physics evolved beyond Einstein’s
relativity to the world of quantum physics, particularly
through the work of Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg.

Probability replaced certainty in our understanding of
matter and energy. We began to see that uncertainty and
complexity are an essential part of the inter-connectedness
of all activity.

probability – inter-connectedness

Wholistic



The work of Carl Jung’s and his notion of the “collective
unconscious” reflected our inter-connectedness.

Later, Stephen Covey elevated the discussion of “situational
values” to that of “universal principles.” In these “wholistic”
psychologies, people are motivated by something beyond
“individual needs” and “individual self-actualization.” They
are “moved” to do good work on behalf of a dual-focus:

 self-focused achievement

 the well-being of the larger whole

universal principles

Wholistic



The goal of business and leadership evolved beyond
“wealth creation for shareholders” to “wealth creation for
the optimal benefit of all stakeholders.”

“Corporate social responsibility,” “conscious capitalism,”
“sustainability,” and “socially responsible investing” have
become new trends, being driven by consumers voicing
their preference for dealing with companies that act as
ethical stewards for the good of the larger whole.

As Meg Wheatley points out, not only is a business
enterprise inter-dependent with its community, it is itself a
microcosm of community.

benefitting stakeholders

Wholistic



In this wholistic view, business and nature are very inter-
dependent. If the environment goes bankrupt (resources
depleted), the economy will go bankrupt with it. This begins
to bring a new perspective to “win-win” by integrating
individual needs with the good of the whole.

A clear sign of the wholistic context maturing at a global
level is the growth of the Global Reporting Initiative. Its
vision is for reporting on economic, environmental, and
social performance by all organizations around the world to
become as routine and comparable as financial reporting.

good of the whole

Wholistic



From this wholistic, systems perspective, the organization is
now clearly not a machine; everything is inter-related, as in
a complex ecosystem.

In this context, the “people” aspect of the organization
evolved beyond “Personnel” and even “Human Resources”
to that of “Talent Development” and “Human Capital”: the
recognition that people are, in fact, the principle assets of
wealth creation, especially in the knowledge-intensive,
learning organizations that Peter Senge describes.

human capital

Wholistic



The acceptance of ideas is based on the quality of the idea,
not on authority. Power becomes more a matter of serving
than controlling.

The entire range of people working with, and impacted by,
a person gives input to “360-degree” performance
appraisals. In this fashion, the employees are principle
implementers, day-to-day, of the wholistic principles of the
business.

servant leadership

Wholistic



harmony and in-this-life benefits

This wholistic context was first voiced in the late 1960's and
gained momentum in the 1980's and 90's. It has yet to fully
mature as the norm of major corporations, but there are
signs of its increasing strength. We acknowledge the
wisdom of this context as:

 Recognizing the interconnectivity of people, nature, and business.

 Emphasizing the wholistic nature of values and principles from which
to operate harmoniously and creatively.

We also acknowledge two limitations:
 Basing motivation primarily on self-focused achievement, even as it

might benefit the larger whole.

 Focusing personal and business goals only on having a better “in-this-
world” life, rather than considering spiritual life as well.

Wholistic



The Spiritual-Based 
Context for Business 

Leadership

Spiritual-
Based

Rationalist

Humanistic

Wholistic



In order to understand “spiritual-based,” we begin with the
word “spirit,” which comes from the Latin “spiritus”
meaning “breath.” Spirit is the animating principle, the
supernatural essence (beyond material nature), which
“breathes” life into creation.

People throughout the world describe spirituality in varied
ways, and may or may not base it on participation in an
organized religion:

 Tapping into a meaning in life that transcends physical existence

 Having a relationship with the Source of creation

 Experiencing oneness with Divinity

 Living in “full consciousness” of the Source of life

breath - source - meaning

Spiritual-
Based



Spiritual-based business leaders are best described as those
who have a consciously held spiritual view of life and may
be expressing it in their leadership in one of the following
ways:

 They are taking their first steps to bring their spiritual
view of life into their leadership

 They are integrating their spiritual view of life with
their leadership more fully

 They are consciously leading from their spiritual view
of life

conscious spiritual view

Spiritual-
Based



Janiece Webb, former Senior Vice President, Motorola
Corporation, defines her own personal spiritual view of life
this way:

“I believe in God strongly. I follow more Buddhist
principles than anything else. I connect with the magic in
life... This is all so much bigger than what we can
physically see. You must earn the right to lead every day,
and spirituality is necessary to do that. (spirituality)…
gives you immense courage; yet you also embrace your
own humanness and imperfections.”

Janiece Webb

Spiritual-
Based



As science uncovered new understandings of evolution,
physics, and systems-theory, a new seed of spirituality
began to sprout.

It is this seed of spirituality that has converged with science,
particularly through the work of scientists such as Teilhard
de Chardin and consciousness-based physicists such as
David Bohm.

These scientists present us with the picture that all of
creation is sourced from, and a reflection of, a single,
“omnipresent” field of energy/consciousness.

omnipresent consciousness

Spiritual-
Based



Fritjof Capra further supports this convergence of science
and spirituality:

“Although mystical views of consciousness go far beyond
the framework of contemporary science, they are by no
means inconsistent with the modern systems concepts of
mind and matter.”

In the field of psychology, Ken Wilber offered a set of
principles for an integrated, “transpersonal” psychology
based on spiritual principles.

transpersonal psychology

Spiritual-
Based



In the rationalist, humanistic, and wholistic contexts, if life
were a pie, spirituality would be one slice of the pie. In this
fourth context, spirituality is the pie itself. Work, family,
leisure, and health are all “slices” of spirituality and gain
their meaning from a spiritual context.

The spiritual-based context transforms the nature of
business itself – so that the primary purpose of business
and leadership is spiritual fulfillment and service to society,
where both are derived from and motivated by a
Transcendent consciousness.

spiritual fulfillment

Spiritual-
Based



In this spiritual-based context, wealth creation is no
longer the goal; it becomes a means for enabling and
sustaining this larger purpose of spiritual fulfillment
and service to society.

Business leaders promote the spiritual fulfillment of
everyone touched by the business. Likewise, business
leaders develop selflessness in their service to society.

service to society

Spiritual-
Based



How does a purpose of “spiritual fulfillment and service to
society” sound in actual practice? Consider the leadership
of Floy Aguenza, President and COO of Planters
Development Bank in The Philippines.

“When confronted with a situation, I am basically guided by the question,
‘What would the Lord do?’ We are here to do good – to make the world a
better place, to be a better person, and to help others to have a better
life. This is what I keep trying to do everyday.

“In our case, profitability and social impact are fundamentally
intertwined. Businesses have a role to play in nation building and in
building the character of the people. If we all do something, we can all
gain. In this we are very blessed. We feel that it is God Who has made us
who we are.”

Floy Aguenza

Spiritual-
Based



From a spiritual point of view, the difference in motivation,
jobs, and careers can perhaps best be understood through
the Sanskrit word “dharma,” which means acting in accord
with our essential nature and purpose.

S.K. Chakraborty – founder of the Management Centre for
Human Values at IIMC, India – writes that our most intrinsic
motivation is to fulfill our essential nature and purpose –
not to fill an ever-present set of “need-based” desires.

Thus, leading employees means evoking each person's
sense of spiritual purpose in life. Jobs and career paths are
based on having people follow and fulfill their dharma.

dharma – our essential nature

Spiritual-
Based



Nilofer Merchant, President of Rubicon Consulting and
former Business Development Manager at Autodesk Inc.,
spoke about what it takes to be a spiritual-based leader at
this point in time:

“Spirituality to me means using your gifts to the fullest, and being in true
relationships with other people in the community.”

“Being a spiritual-based leader is much like falling off of a cliff. There will
be moments of absolute fear and trepidation, (and) it takes a certain act
of faith to choose to measure your leadership different from the way the
world now measures things – such as money, title, position, and power.”

“The upside to all of this is that this will cultivate a true sense of
confidence and clarity knowing that you are living true to yourself.”

Nilofer Merchant

Spiritual-
Based



All four contexts for business leadership co-exist today.

A leader must first introspect and decide for himself or

herself what context they choose to lead from.

They must also be conscious of what it takes to lead others

who might have a different point of view about the

purpose, goals, and methods of leading a business.

choosing your leadership

Spiritual-
Based



An example of a leader who exemplifies this introspection
and conscious leadership is Tom Chappel, who co-founded
Tom’s of Maine based on the wholistic principles of
customer-focused, environmentally-conscious products.

Between 1981 and 1986, the distribution channels of Tom’s
of Maine expanded at a 25% growth rate. With this, its
wholistic corporate culture began to break down as they
began to hire executives who had more rationalist and
humanist ways of thinking about the goals of business.
Profit and growth became driving values and dominated
business planning. Tom began to lose interest in the
business.

Tom Chappel

Spiritual-
Based



Tom attended the Harvard Divinity School and was exposed
to the thinking of Martin Buber, the 20th century Jewish
philosopher. Buber says that we can relate to each other in
two ways: I-THOU, where we relate for respect, love, and
honor for their own sake; and I-IT, where we treat people as
objects. The choice is between the dignity of persons versus
their utility in our lives.

In 1989, with a new sense of spirituality growing in him,
Tom called a special board meeting to create a new strategy
and culture based on, “Respecting people for who they are
and not for what they can do for us.”

Tom Chappel

Spiritual-
Based



Their new mission – born from his spiritual-based
perspective – began to give people permission to actualize
the creativity and social responsibility that had been within
them all along.

Implementing the changes in strategy and culture were not
easy, as his book, Soul of a Business relates. As Tom tapped
into his own spirituality to help guide this process, he was
able to lead employees who ascribed to different contexts
through this corporate transition.

Tom Chappel

Spiritual-
Based



It is not our intention to oppose one context against
another: one as good and another as bad. Instead, we have
shown how the four contexts have evolved in a “nested”
process, building on the wisdom of the previous while
rectifying its limitations. There is no inherent conflict
among them at the level of their strengths. Each can fulfill
the previous while adding its own wisdom.

This research and model does not end the discussion about
leadership in the 21st century. Indeed, it only adds to the
ongoing dialogue about how we can bring prosperity to the
entire global community in a sustainable fashion.

bringing to full potential

Spiritual-
Based



The spiritual-based context has the ability to bring forth and
fulfill the wisdom of each of the previous contexts:

Fulfill the potential of the rationalist context by:
 Honoring the experience and wisdom of “those who have paved the

way before us and using resources efficiently

Fulfill the potential of the humanistic context by:
 Recognizing the essential goodness and work ethic of people, while

providing opportunities for individuals to self-actualize their potential

Fulfill the potential of the wholistic context by:
 Recognizing the interconnectivity of people, nature, and business, while

emphasizing the universal nature of principles from which to operate
harmoniously and creatively

bringing to full potential

Spiritual-
Based
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Questions for self-introspection



1. When you examine your thoughts, words, and actions,
what context would you say you primarily draw from
day-to-day?

2. Is this the same context that you most aspire to?

3. If not, what do you need to shift in your day-to-day
viewpoint in order to more fully embrace and put into
practice this other context?

4. What context do you believe the leaders of your
organization primarily draw from day-to-day?

5. How well do you “fit in” with this leadership context,
given your own viewpoint?



6. To the degree there is a difference, how could you
bring out the strengths of each context into a
harmonious way of working together?

7. What are the implications of the four contexts on
global economic development?

8. What are the implications of the four contexts on
the environmental health of the planet?

9. What are the implications of the four contexts on
sustainable business performance?


