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Abstract 
 
Through research and practical application, the authors have developed the concept of 
Values Driven Leadership. This paper presents something of the journey of discovery 
with practical examples and evidence to support the impact of Values Driven Leadership. 
At the end of the day, VDL presents itself through people having a sense of Belonging, a 
sense of Identity, and a sense of Purpose. 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper is about a journey in leadership and it’s certainly not over yet. The first author 
is Head of a School with 52 teaching and research academics and about the same number 
of research only staff.  The second author is an executive coach, a lecturer in leadership 
and a publisher of leadership articles and books. We have been working on this type of 
leadership for a few years now. 
We have spent many months exploring leadership issues and have identified what we call 
Values Driven Leadership (VDL). We have become incredibly passionate about it and 
feel it is important to share our story.  
 
VDL is about valuing people and their individual and collective contribution to achieving 
both their personal and organisational goals. This does seem to be relatively 
straightforward but the fundamental question is what can a leader do to create this 
environment? 
 
Some thoughts on Leadership 
 
There are many forms/styles of leadership. One categorization of styles is DISC - 
Directive (the autocrat), Influencing (influencing by persuasion or example), 
Stabilising/Supporting (creating the environment that inspires/enthuses people to achieve) 
and Conscientious: VDL is a combination of all of these (at various times/situations) but 
probably is more aligned with Supporting and Influencing. It is interesting to note that 
many definitions of leadership include the word ’influencing’. It is clear that it is the 
basis of effective leadership. In terms of the Influencing style, we all know that actions 
speak much louder than words so we need to focus on the actions/example in addition to 
various influence tactics. 
At the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in the Faculty of Built Environment 
and Engineering (FBEE), we have a Dean’s Leadership Group (DLG). A few months 
ago, a person from our Human Resources department took us all through this DISC 



instrument. Interestingly, there were many Directives and few Influencers or Supporters. 
Not surprisingly, the first author was in the minority, a point that simply supports his 
view on leading people in a manner that inspires and encourages them to achieve both 
their personal and organizational goals. 
 
What are Values? 
 
Values guide and direct our behaviour and affect our daily lives. We usually only 
recognise our values when there is a value clash. A value is an enduring belief that a 
specific mode of conduct or endstate of existence is personally or socially preferable to 
an opposite or converse mode of conduct or endstate of existence. A value system is an 
enduring organisation of beliefs concerning preferable modes of conduct or endstates of 
existence along a continuum of relative importance – Rockeach (1973). 
So our values determine how we respond to different situations, they determine what we 
regard as right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable. 
 
Our behaviour and actions are based on our values. Values are formed through a range of 
influences such as family, religion, culture, media, education, peers etc. Our values are 
fairly well established by early adulthood. They tend to stay with us for our whole life but 
a major event in our lives might change one or more of them. A major event might be 
related to some tragic set of circumstances for example, euthanasia. Suppose one of your 
values is that you do not believe in controlling the time when someone dies but a loved 
one is going through enormous pain due to health issues. You might change your values 
in that case. Our values are very much ingrained but implicitly influence/control our 
behaviour/actions 
 
Organisational values tend to reflect societal values, are often not stated, often are ‘glib 
catch phrases’ to appeal, sometimes lack credibility with staff and stakeholders and 
sometimes there is perceived mis-alignment between personal values and organisational 
values. If the stated Value Statement is not ‘lived’ by the leadership team (eg actions 
don’t match the rhetoric or they don’t walk the talk), there is a lack of credibility of the 
leadership team. 
 
I had the great privilege to listen to Cynthia Cooper the whistleblower of Worldcom. This 
woman spoke about her experiences in that whole process. Basically, there was a clash of 
her values. The values of loyalty to the company, loyalty to other employees and their 
families and loyalty to the community clashed with truth. She chose truth as the pre-
eminient value and set out to find the truth behind the financial operation of the company. 
For more information and details of this process, Cooper (2008) is an excellent read. 
 
An example Value Statement 
 
The FBEE at the QUT has developed its value statement and is shown here in Figure 1. It 
is clearly focused on People as emphasized by the acrostic. It is a combination of 
expected behaviours and a work ethic. The behaviours are reflected by words or phrases 
like listening, trust, honesty, respect for others, purposeful and collaborative engagement 



while the implications regarding work include passion for work, persistence, resilience 
and determination to succeed. 
 
The School of Engineering Systems (ES) that is part of the FBEE developed a 
complementary value statement – see Figure 2. The focus here is on valuing people and 
aiming to do the best at what we do. In this consultative process with ES staff, an initial 
thought was that it should be great people with great values but as discussion proceeded it 
became very clear that we wanted to focus on the values which when reflected in 
behaviours would lead a more supportive group of people. The over-riding statement is 
that “We Value Each Other” 

 
 

Figure 1 An example of a Value Statement 



 
 

Figure 2 A Complementary Value Statement 
 
 
Introducing BIP. 
 
A definition VDL is purposeful results oriented leadership based on valuing each person 
for their uniqueness and driving for results through values. VDL is about valuing people 
and their contribution to their own and the organisational goals. The concept of Servant 
Leadership was developed by Robert Greenleaf in the 1970s and it has a strong value 
proposition that underpins it. 
 
VDL is about creating an environment with your staff that engenders a sense of 
Belonging, a sense of Identity and a sense of Purpose. 
 
The following statements would indicate that a person feels a sense of Belonging:  

• I am part of a team. 
• I am valued. 
• I can make a contribution. 
• I am accountable. 
• I feel supported. 

 
Likewise, the following statements would imply that the person has a sense of Identity: 

• I have something to offer. 
• I am valued for who I am. 
• My skills and experience count. 
• I am part of something bigger than myself. 

 



In a similar manner, the following statements would communicate that the paerson feels a 
sense of Purpose: 

• I have a goal. 
• We are going somewhere. 
• There is a direction to my work. 
• My effort achieves 

It is useful to note that the first point above uses “I” and the second “We”. This is very 
important as it indicates not just the individual but also the team goals.  
 
The above statements are effectively the outcomes of VDL but how do we get there? 
 
There are lots of small things that go to make up the whole; individually they aren’t very 
significant but together they make up much more than the sum of the individual parts. 
Some very simple but very powerful (collectively, not necessarily individually) activities 
include Bake-off, School Meetings (conversation spaces), School retreats, social events, 
celebrations, formal performance reviews, informal opportunities and noticing ‘small’ 
things such as tiredness, weight changes. Bakeoff is simply morning tea on Tuesdays 
where on a roster basis everyone provides morning tea for the whole group; the group 
grew very quickly from about six persons to about 40 or so (the limit is now the room 
size); it is simply a conversation space. School meetings are held every week and on each 
second week, the whole time is dedicated to a discussion topic, mostly related to work 
but doesn’t have to be. Other times, it is information transfer. Lunch is provided for all 
staff every week. The planning, performance and review (PPR) process is an annual 
event and a significant part of this discussion is about goals for the individual. When 
these are known, then whenever appropriate seminars, workshops, conferences or other 
opportunities arise that align with the individual’s career goals, then arrangements can be 
made for individuals to attend or participate as appropriate. Mentoring of junior staff is a 
very important part of the overall process and definitive steps are taken to choose 
carefully and strategically an appropriate mentor. In many instances, the mentor is 
outside of the School/Faculty/university. Noticing that a person seems to be tired and 
saying so to the individual (with requisite sensitivity) can lead to conversations about 
specific issues that the individual is facing at that particular time. In some instances, this 
has led to changes to workload usually in the short term. This approach must be very 
carefully done and usually is only possible when the leader has a great deal of credibility. 
 
Some characteristics of a Values Driven Leader are: 

• Clearly understand your own value system and what is important to you. 
• Communicate your values. 
• Make the time to value your staff. 
• Make the time to value yourself. 

 
These characteristics are actions that come out of what you value. 

·  Listening 
·  Empathy 
·  Commitment to the growth of people 
·  Stewardship 



·  Building community 
 
Do Others think/work in a similar manner? 
 
In order to investigate whether there are others who lead in a similar manner we sought 
several others and brought them into a forum to discuss their personal values, their 
organisational unit’s values, and how they lead according to these values. In total, there 
were eight persons; from industry, a high school principal, a HR manager of a large 
engineering company, the manager in a government-owned corporation. Some of the 
comments made were: 

• “It’s very difficult to articulate what I do – I just do it” 
• “You need to create the right environment” 
• “I focus on supporting people and providing an environment for them to do their 

job well” 
•  “I spent the first term listening and then I engaged with the staff” 
• “Everyone is a jewel” (This comment was made using the analogy that all persons 

have many facets and together these facets go to make up the jewel) 
• “Everyone is a learner, but you need to empower people to make mistakes 

 
The last comment is very important. People must be given the latitude to innovate but 
then should not be sanctioned if they make a mistake. 
 
There is much evidence that VDL works. The first author have been approached by 
people from outside the University and many from within the University indicating that 
“I want to come and work in your School, please find me a job there” They indicate that 
they have either seen for themselves or heard about it from staff members that there is an 
environment is conducive to great working relationships. This is so powerful a statement 
about the environment that we together have created. 
 
We are firm believers that “People do the work and the organizational structure should be 
the enabling mechanism to allow that work to be done”. If this is to be ‘lived’ then the 
role of the leader is to support, encourage, inspire and enthuse people to do the work.  
 
When this system is functioning well, the standard metrics used to judge the performance 
of any organisational unit for example KPIs will be met without resorting to ‘standover 
tactics’. In our case, standard KPIs have been met every year for the past three years. An 
example is that an increase of 25% in research income each year on year has been met. 
 
What happens if someone doesn’t really fit the ‘culture’ and/or is not performing to 
expectations? There is a need to move them on and this has been achieved by adopting a 
methodology that has a win-win outcome. The starting point is to ask the person to 
verbalise their own skills, competencies and attributes and then ask if these match their 
current role. If this is not the case, then we together find a position that does match. This 
might be inside the current organizational unit or outside it or outside the university (in 
this case). When the move is completed, the person is often very thankful. The person is 
now in a position much more aligned with their skills. 



 
Making VDL sustainable is a very interesting thought. A new leader will frequently have 
a different style (depending on the selection panel) and so should the current leader 
expend much energy ensuring that the VDL process is sustainable into the future. Jin 
Collins (2001) would suggest that great companies worldwide are great because they 
develop people within their organization and then promote them into leadership positions. 
This then avoids the potential continual changes in leadership style when leaders leave or 
retire. And the consequent upheaval in expectations of staff as a new leader comes on 
board. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The creation of a sense of belonging, identity and purpose (BIP) by adopting a values 
drive style of leadership will undoubtedly lead to a working environment that both 
enthuses and inspires people to work to achieve their individual and organizational goals 
in such a way that people feel valued. If you can create this environment, then you can 
achieve almost anything with your people. 
 

“If you get it right with your people, there is nothing you cannot achieve.” 
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