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Values in Leadership
Understanding the True Drivers

Activity Summary

Allows a group of people to understand how values are strong drivers of the 
leadership process.

Goals

To contemplate one’s own values and how they drive leadership processes.

To understand various value systems and how they drive leadership processes.

Group Size

A maximum of 12 participants clustered in trios. All participants should have had 
or will soon have leadership experience.

Time Required

Approximately 90 minutes.

Materials

One copy of Values in Leadership Lecturette for the facilitator.

One copy of the Values in Leadership: Spiritual Leader Case for each par-
ticipant.

Whiteboard or fl ip chart.

Markers.

Paper and pens or pencils for the participants.
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•

•
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Physical Setting

A room large enough for at least four groups of three to work together comfortably.

Facilitating Risk Rating

Moderate.

Process

 1. Facilitate a discussion on leadership values. Use the lecturette as a basis.

  (10 minutes.)

 2. Divide the participants into triads. Provide each participant with the 
Values in Leadership: Spiritual Leader Case.

  (5 minutes.)

 3. Have the participants read the case and discuss it considering the values 
demonstrated. Tell participants to work together in their groups for 20 
minutes to prepare a list of leadership values for presentation to the large 
group.

  (20 minutes.)

 4. After the time is up, ask one participant from each group to present his or 
her small group’s observations to the large group. Allow for discussion. 
Record the values on the fl ip chart.

  (20 minutes.)

 5. Discuss each value listed on the fl ip chart with the large group and solicit 
participation through responses and experience sharing.

  (10 minutes.)

 6. Bring closure through a discussion and a reinforcement of the message that 
leadership is truly driven by values. Debrief with the following questions:

What have you learned about values in leadership that you can apply 
when you are interacting with your followers?

Which value is most important to you? How do you demonstrate it now?

How can you be sure that what you have learned is not lost as you 
return to the workplace?

  (10 minutes.)

•

•

•
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 7. Ask participants to make arrangements with one another to check each 
other’s progress via email at stated times in the future, such as in thirty 
days or three months. Give them time to exchange email addresses or 
make other plans.

 8. Ask participants to share some of their ideas with the group and then 
close the session.

  (10 minutes.)

Variations

If the group is small, participants could share their responses within the 
large group rather than breaking into subgroups.

If everyone is from the same organization, different case studies from 
within that organization could be used, enabling a better understanding 
of the value systems prevailing within the organization.

The leadership of the organization’s founding fathers could be used as a 
case to better understand the organization’s ethos.

Submitted by Mohandas Nair.

Mohandas Nair is a management educator, a teacher, trainer, writer, and facilitator of learning. He earned 

a B.Tech. (Mech.) from IIT Kharagpur, India, has a diploma in training and development, and has more than 

thirty years of experience in industry and consultancy in the fi eld of industrial engineering and human 

resource development. He has published two books, written numerous articles, and facilitated many man-

agement development programs.
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Values in Leadership: Lecturette

Values guide human action and are assumed to be positive and import to the per-
son holding them. They may vary with culture, but some fundamental values such 
as honesty, credibility, and strength of character are enduring and fi t all cultures 
uniformly. When they are perceived to be held by an individual, the individual is 
believed, respected, and followed willingly.

Values determine the importance an individual places on how he or she inter-
acts with his or her environment. Demonstrating values through appropriate 
behavior enables leaders to build connections with followers and build bonds of 
trust and commitment to the processes the leader facilitates.

A leader is primarily a facilitator of processes that drive the business. Followers 
continue the processes through their own actions. Because followers are dependent 
on the leader, the effectiveness of their actions will be proportionate to the bonds 
they share with their leader. If a follower is not satisfi ed with the support provided 
by nor perceived values of a leader, he or she will not be very effective in his or her 
work and will not be optimally utilized.

To satisfy followers, a leader has to connect well with them. Values are the pri-
mary way a connection is made. Leaders have to ensure that his or own value sys-
tem and those of followers are in sync.

Often an open and continuous dialogue will enable leaders and followers to see 
both their commonalities and differences. The relationship needs to be taken seri-
ously and remain stable over time so that followers achieve optimum output.

All people are unique in the values they hold. It is incumbent on leaders to 
share theirs and know what values are important to their followers. When there 
is a major disconnect in expectations between an organization and an employee, it is 
appropriate to let the employee move on. If the disconnect is between a leader and 
employees, the issue is more serious. Unless the leader can get onboard, the organi-
zation may fail to perform effectively the processes that leader controls.
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Values in Leadership: Spiritual Leader Case

Chinnapillai is an illiterate farm worker from a poor village in the state of Tamil 
Nadu in South India. She was being presented with the Indian Merchant Chambers 
(IMC) Ladies Wing–Jankidevi Bajaj Award for rural entrepreneurship in 2000 in 
the Indian capital, New Delhi. After presenting her with the award, Ms. Sumitra 
Kulkarni, granddaughter of Mahatma Gandhi, remarked: “Chinnapillai doesn’t 
need our awards; she just needs us to allow her space to carry on the fantastic work 
she is doing.”

Her work? Women’s empowerment in village India, feudal India.
The diminutive Chinnapillai, a fi fty-year-old landless laborer from Tamil Nadu, 

won the annual award for promoting a unique savings-and-loan scheme for village 
women in her region. The program, which she launched informally thirty-fi ve years 
ago, now covers nearly fi fty thousand village women in Tamil Nadu and the neigh-
boring state of Andhra Pradesh. The movement, called Kalajiam (savings, credit, 
self-help), now also conducts campaigns against alcoholism and child labor and 
runs a primary school.

“I’ve always been a daredevil. Perhaps that’s why God has been on my side,” 
said Chinnapillai to a journalist after the award ceremony. Not that her achieve-
ment came easily. “But can you accomplish anything in this world without a hard 
fi ght?” asked Chinnapillai, who has taken on the ferocious feudal lords, ruthless 
money lenders, bloody minded politicians, obstreperous bankers, and bureaucrats 
in her long struggle to give the downtrodden their due.

Chinnapillai’s struggles started when she was only thirteen. “We women would 
work long days in the fi elds but go home with only a bag full of grain, or occasion-
ally a few rupees. It used to burn my heart. I was a leader of a group of women 
workers and decided to use my position to demand our due. I started calling wom-
en’s meetings to discuss the issue. Everyone was terrifi ed in the beginning, includ-
ing my husband, but I persuaded them to demand a hike in wages.”

Chinnapillai asked the landlord for a wage hike and got a kick instead. 
Nonetheless, she persisted until they relented and agreed to a two-rupee hike. “I 
felt that was a signal from God to carry on. I soon started urging the women to 
put aside a little money as savings. Of course, they didn’t listen. How could they? 
They needed food for their families and liquor for their men. But again, I kept at it. 
Eventually, they agreed to keep aside a few rupees—not at home, where it could be 
spent at any minute, but safely in our Kalajiam.

Chinnapillai then decided that these collective savings could be used to give 
small loans to women at a low rate of interest—24 percent against the 60 to 120 
percent charged by local money lenders. “My dream was to free us peasants from 
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the stranglehold of money lenders. City people will not understand how that feels. 
It’s like walking around with a tight noose around your neck.”

She also organized the women to seek jobs in new and non-women-oriented 
projects. For instance, she obtained fi shing rights in the local pond for her village 
women (which had for decades been controlled by local landlords and corrupt 
politicians). “We petitioned the local government authority in this regard, and the 
sympathetic offi cer took up cudgels on our behalf,” she explained.

The Kalajiam movement began to spread and women from other villages joined 
in. As the corpus of savings grew, a local non-government organization (NGO) 
called DHAN (Development of Humane Action) came in to help them bank their 
money, liaise with offi cialdom, and establish local committees to disburse loans 
meant to pay for house construction, marriage expenses, farming materials, and 
seeds.

“We started with two hundred rupees collected from twenty women in my vil-
lage some thirty years ago. Now our Kalajiam’s savings run to several hundred thou-
sand rupees in the local district alone and nearly fi fty million rupees in the two 
states of Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh.” She smiles. “But you know I have no 
idea how much money Rs. 100,000 is. I still cannot count more than 100.”

The crusader is still as poor as, well, an Indian peasant, earning as she does 
twenty-fi ve rupees a day for four hours’ work in the fi elds. Her two sons and daugh-
ters-in-law toil all month, but Chinnapillai now works only ten days a month; the 
rest of the time she’s busy with committee meetings in various villages. She has 
debts totaling 35,000 rupees. But she does not intend to touch her prize money of 
100,000 rupees. “It will go to the Kalajiam, toward helping the more needy,” she 
stated fi rmly.

Small wonder, then, that when he presented her with a special award during 
the special Women’s Empowerment Year launch function in Delhi, the then–Prime 
Minister of India, Atal Behari Vajpayee, was suffi ciently moved to bow down and 
touch Chinnapillai’s feet.

[Author’s note: In India you touch the feet of an elder to show respect. However, 
the prime minister of India is in a position where he or she is not constrained to do 
this as a formality. He or she would not have touched the feet of any top business 
executives of any organization in the world or of any politicians. He or she would 
have done it only in the presence of saints, sages, or spiritual leaders.]

Some Leadership Values Demonstrated in the Case Study

Honesty

Credibility

Trust

•

•

•
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Respect

Perseverance/Determination/Never give up/No concept of failure

Courage

Compassion/Love

Humility

Focused drive

Sacrifi ce

Others?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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