
MASTERCARD CEO Ajay Banga remembers hearing Dov Seidman lecture at the World Economic Forum in Davos a few 
years ago. Seidman was one of the more unusual speakers on the agenda—thanks partly to the way he spoke, gliding 
easily from history to philosophy to the curious anthropology of Facebook. (Seidman holds a pair of master’s degrees 
from UCLA and Oxford as well as a law degree from Harvard.) But what made him truly stand out in the cacophony of 
CEO chatter was the topic of his remarks: “moral leadership.” His words were challenging, surprising, and inescapably 
relevant, Banga thought. Indeed, it was a topic the Fortune 500 CEO had wrestled with himself.

When Banga later sought Seidman out, 
the two soon found themselves rapt in 
conversation. They talked about the dangers 
of leading “in a vacuum,” Banga recalls. You 
may think “you can build a silo and run your 
company inside there and not worry about 

your boardroom,” he says. “But sooner or 
later the environment you’re working in will 
have an impact on you.” As for Seidman, his 
counsel, importantly, didn’t derive merely 
from philosophy books but also from his 
own business. He’s the founder and CEO of a 
23-year-old tech company called LRN, which 
markets ethics and compliance software and 

When I asked Aetna CEO Mark Bertolini 
and Unilever CEO Paul Polman the same 
question as Banga—“What is so unique about 
this corporate whisperer?”—both answered 
in much the same terms: Seidman, they said, 
has a rare ability to take the challenges that 
CEOs and other leaders face in their day-to-day roles and place them 
in a broader context of decision-making—one that brings into greater 

principles. — Clifton Leaf

THE FOUR PILLARS
OF MORAL LEADERSHIP

Seidman (right) is interviewed by Fortune’s Alan Murray this past December at 
the Fortune + TIME Global Forum in Rome.
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THE ANIMATING SPIRIT OF BUSINESS has always 
been an ambition to do big things—to build something 

service, to explore the frontiers of human possibility.

At its essence, therefore, business is about human 
endeavor. And for humans to endeavor together, there 
must be an animating ethos and ethic of endeavor.

But it’s getting harder for leaders to foster this ethos, and 
to lead through it on the way to doing big things. That’s 
because they’re trying to do so in a world that is not just 
rapidly changing, but in one that has been dramatically 
reshaped. And the world has been reshaped faster than 
we’ve been able to reshape ourselves, our institutions, 
and our models of leadership.

First, individuals around the world have gone from 
being merely connected a generation ago to globally 
interdependent today. The behavior of any one person 

as never before.

Second, technology is bringing strangers into intimate 

experiences, but also demanding new levels of empathy 
and understanding. When the swipe of a smartphone can 
bring a traveler into our bed, a handyman into our home, 
and a stranger into our car, how we behave becomes 
more critical. Social media, likewise, has shrunk the 
distances between nations, between citizens and their 
governments, and between consumers and businesses 
everywhere. Any one of us, at any time, can amplify our 
sentiments with a tweet or post about who’s good or 
bad—meting out sympathy and scorn, condemnation 
and redemption, to a potentially global audience.
 
Third, these same technologies are granting us MRI-
like vision into the innermost workings of once–opaque 
organizations and even into the mindsets of their leaders.

The forces reshaping the world—interdependence, 
proximity, and forced transparency—have left us 
disoriented and morally unmoored, with few bulwarks 
to lean on. Trust has broken down—between citizens 

employees, between consumers and suppliers, between 
people with opposing opinions.

For executives who pride themselves on facing up to 
hard truths, here’s one: No one is exempt from this 

dismiss it or to watch it unfold while privately thinking, 

behind it are sweeping, indiscriminate, and unforgiving, 
and the time to reckon with them is now.

Only one kind of leadership can respond to this moral 
crisis of trust—and that’s moral leadership. It doesn’t 
come, however, from formal authority. You don’t get it by 
winning an election, or being named the boss, or locking 
it up with supervoting shares. You can’t buy or seize it. 
Moral leadership stems from an authority that must be 
earned every day.

How? It isn’t easy. But in my years studying leadership 
in business, government, and other pursuits, I’ve found 
that the most authentic practitioners, at every level in 
their careers, follow certain principles. Here are four 
guideposts for building and sustaining moral authority.

MORAL LEADERS ARE  
DRIVEN BY PURPOSE.

True authority is formed when leaders pursue—and 
are seen by others to be pursuing—a worthy, valuable, 
and noble purpose connected to human progress or 
the betterment of the world. Purpose is about the 
fundamental nature of an organization’s endeavor. The 
more worthwhile the endeavor, the more it elevates and 
can generate dedication, devotion, and hope. Above 
all, when leaders pursue their purpose in ways that are 
bigger than themselves, it creates the space for others to 
share in the mission. People who marry their own sense 
of purpose to a larger one are people others want to join.

Moral leaders see the path ahead as a journey and frame 
it explicitly as such for those whom they lead. In so 
doing, they leverage what journeys are about: focusing 
on the progress, not just on results and the bottom 
line. Journeys challenge us to be resilient and hopeful, 
because journeys are hard, long, and curvilinear. They 
go up and down, they zig and zag. Journeys force us to 
learn, adapt, and experiment—and to embrace and learn 
from mistakes and failures as we strive forward. The 
ability to do these things together, and to stick together 
when up or down, calls forth from us all that is moral. 
What makes it moral is how we journey—how we 

we are lost.
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IN AN AGE WHERE THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT SEEM 
EVER TO BE CHANGING, HERE ARE SOME GUIDING 
PRECEPTS THAT HAVE STOOD THE TEST OF TIME. 

BY DOV SEIDMAN
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MORAL LEADERS 
INSPIRE AND 
ELEVATE OTHERS.

Those with moral 
authority understand 
what they can demand 
of others and what they 
must inspire in them. 
Honesty, for example, 
can be demanded. But 
loyalty must be inspired. 
Moral leaders do not ask 
for personal loyalty. Just 
like we ask government 
leaders to take an oath 
and be loyal to the 
Constitution, by analogy, moral leaders ask people to 
be loyal not to them, but rather to the overall purpose 
and mission of the organization.

For these leaders, how they wield authority follows 
directly from how they view others. They don’t see 
direct reports but fellow journeyers, animated by 
hopes and longings, struggles and dreams. Therefore, 
every decision is made with consideration of others’ 
full humanity. And because they see that humanity in 
others, they’re more inclusive and better able to listen 
to and learn from those whom they lead.

MORAL LEADERS ARE ANIMATED BY 
BOTH COURAGE AND PATIENCE.

Many leaders use their formal authority (their rank or 
position in the corporate hierarchy) to keep doing the 
next thing right. Moral leaders, instead, focus on doing 
the next right  thing.

For a CEO or political leader to do the next right thing, 
it often takes more than intelligence and competence; 
it takes courage. It takes courage, for instance, to speak 
out for a principle or larger truth, especially when 
such an action has the potential to put that leader in an 
uncomfortable or vulnerable territory.
 
But courage isn’t enough. Moral leaders also need 
patience. Think of patience as a way of extending 
trust to others by allowing them the time to be more 
thorough, rigorous and creative. Patience allows for 
reflection and the chance to consider the broader, 
longer- term outcomes of any action. While those with 
mere formal, or top-down, authority often feel captive 
to the moment and pressured to act, those with moral 
authority feel empowered—and, indeed are entrusted 
by others—to do the next right thing. 

MORAL LEADERS 
KEEP  
BUILDING 
MUSCLE.

Authentic leaders 
don’t stop learning 
and growing just 
because they’ve 
accumulated formal 
authority in an 
organization. They 
continue to build 
moral muscle—I call 
it “going to the moral 
gym”—by wrestling 
with questions of 

right and wrong, fairness and justice, what serves others 
and what doesn’t. Their wisdom comes from viewing the 
world through a lens that magnifies their own actions; 
their moral authority is enhanced when they frame issues 
by how their own actions impact the greater good.

This isn’t about not making mistakes. We all make them. 
(A lot.) Rather, it’s about what we do and say after those 
failures and shortcomings. It’s about how authentically 
we apologize and make amends. Those with moral 
authority challenge themselves—and ask whether the 
mistake came from a deviation of principle or, perhaps, 
as the direct result of a misguided strategy. Moral leaders 
pause. They continually ask if what they’re doing—
or what their company or organization is doing—is 
compatible with their purpose and mission. Reflecting 
on their own actions and leadership in this way builds 
knowledge and wisdom that can be shared with their 
teams, helping others to see their own impact on the 
world around them.

This is all an important part of the shared journey. It 
makes the world better and wiser. And that’s a worthy 
journey to be on.
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Images; Polman: Christophe Morin—Bloomberg via Getty Images
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From Hands to Heads to Hearts 

 
	
Software has started writing poetry, sports stories and business news. IBM’s Watson is 
co-writing pop hits. Uber has begun deploying self-driving taxis on real city streets and, 
last month, Amazon delivered its first package by drone to a customer in rural England. 

Add it all up and you quickly realize that Donald Trump’s election isn’t the only thing 
disrupting society today. The far more profound disruption is happening in the 
workplace and in the economy at large, as the relentless march of technology has 
brought us to a point where machines and software are not just outworking us but 
starting to outthink us in more and more realms. 

To reflect on this rapid change, I sat down with my teacher and friend Dov Seidman, 
C.E.O. of LRN, which advises companies on leadership and how to build ethical 
cultures, for his take. “What we are experiencing today bears striking similarities in size 
and implications to the scientific revolution that began in the 16th century,” said 



Seidman. “The discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo, which spurred that scientific 
revolution, challenged our whole understanding of the world around and beyond us — 
and forced us as humans to rethink our place within it.” 

Once scientific methods became enshrined, we used science and reason to navigate our 
way forward, he added, so much so that “the French philosopher René Descartes 
crystallized this age of reason in one phrase: ‘I think, therefore I am.’” Descartes’s point, 
said Seidman, “was that it was our ability to ‘think’ that most distinguished humans 
from all other animals on earth.” 

The technological revolution of the 21st century is as consequential as the scientific 
revolution, argued Seidman, and it is “forcing us to answer a most profound question — 
one we’ve never had to ask before: ‘What does it mean to be human in the age of 
intelligent machines?’” 

In short: If machines can compete with people in thinking, what makes us humans 
unique? And what will enable us to continue to create social and economic value? The 
answer, said Seidman, is the one thing machines will never have: “a heart.” 
	
“It will be all the things that the heart can do,” he explained. “Humans can love, they can 
have compassion, they can dream. While humans can act from fear and anger, and be 
harmful, at their most elevated, they can inspire and be virtuous. And while machines 
can reliably interoperate, humans, uniquely, can build deep relationships of trust.” 

Therefore, Seidman added, our highest self-conception needs to be redefined from “I 
think, therefore I am” to “I care, therefore I am; I hope, therefore I am; I imagine, 
therefore I am. I am ethical, therefore I am. I have a purpose, therefore I am. I pause 
and reflect, therefore I am.” 

We will still need manual labor, and people will continue working with machines to do 
extraordinary things. Seidman is simply arguing that the tech revolution will force 
humans to create more value with hearts and between hearts. I agree. When machines 
and software control more and more of our lives, people will seek out more human-to-
human connections — all the things you can’t download but have to upload the old-
fashioned way, one human to another. 

Seidman reminded me of a Talmudic adage: “What comes from the heart, enters the 
heart.” Which is why even jobs that still have a large technical component will benefit 
from more heart. I call these STEMpathy jobs — jobs that combine STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, math) skills with human empathy, like the doctor who can 
extract the best diagnosis from IBM’s Watson on cancer and then best relate it to a 
patient. 

No wonder one of the fastest-growing U.S. franchises today is Paint Nite, which runs 
paint-while-drinking classes for adults. Bloomberg Businessweek explained in a 2015 
story that Paint Nite “throws after-work parties for patrons who are largely lawyers, 
teachers and tech workers eager for a creative hobby.” The artist-teachers who work five 
nights a week can make $50,000 a year connecting people to their hearts. 



Economies get labeled according to the predominant way people create value, pointed 
out Seidman, also author of the book “How: Why How We Do Anything Means 
Everything.” So, the industrial economy, he noted, “was about hired hands. The 
knowledge economy was about hired heads. The technology revolution is thrusting us 
into ‘the human economy,’ which will be more about creating value with hired hearts — 
all the attributes that can’t be programmed into software, like passion, character and 
collaborative spirit.” 

It’s no surprise that the French government began requiring French companies on Jan. 1 
to guarantee their employees a “right to disconnect” from technology — when they are 
not at work — trying to combat the “always on” work culture. 

Leaders, businesses and communities will still leverage technology to gain advantage, 
but those that put human connection at the center of everything they do — and how they 
do it — will be the enduring winners, insisted Seidman: “Machines can be programmed 
to do the next thing right. But only humans can do the next right thing.” 

	



https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/opinion/zuckerberg-facebook-digital-bullies.html 

 

March 27, 2018 

There is so much news these days that it’s hard to distinguish one big story 
from another. But for me the most consequential story of late was that a self-
driving car operated by Uber — with an emergency backup driver behind the 
wheel — struck and tragically killed a woman on a street in Tempe, Ariz. 

I could only look at that deeply unsettling story and say: Welcome to the second 

inning — the second inning of one of the world’s great technological leaps, the 
implications of which we’re just beginning to understand. 

But first, let’s acknowledge one thing: The first inning was amazing. 
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It was an inning full of promise, discovery and marvel. In the early 2000s, a 
set of technologies came together into platforms, social networks and software 
that made connectivity and solving complex problems fast, virtually free, easy for 

you, ubiquitous and invisible. Suddenly, more individuals could compete, connect, 
collaborate and create with more other people, in more ways, from more 
places, for less money and with greater ease than ever before. And we sure did! 

We became our own filmmakers and reporters; we launched political and 
social revolutions from our living rooms; we connected with long-lost family 
and friends; we found the answers to old and new questions with one click; we 
searched for everything from spouses to news to directions to kindred spirits 
with our phones; we exposed dictators and branded ourselves. With one 
touch, we could suddenly call a taxi, direct a taxi, rate a taxi and pay a taxi — 
or rent an igloo, rate an igloo and pay for an igloo in Alaska. 

And then, just as suddenly, we found ourselves in the second inning. The cool 
self-driving car killed a pedestrian; the cool Facebook platform enabled 
Russian troll farms to divide us and inject fake news into our public life; the 
uncool totalitarian government learned how to use the same facial recognition 
tools that can ease your way through passport control to single you out in a 
crowd for arrest. 

And Mark Zuckerberg, who promised to connect us all — and that it would all 
be good — found himself on the cover of Wired magazine, with his face cut, 
bruised and bandaged, as if he’d been hit by a fastball. He wasn’t alone. In 
inning two, we started to feel beat up by the same platforms and technologies 
that had enriched, empowered and connected our lives. 

Silicon Valley, we have a problem. 

What to do? For problems like this, I like to consult my teacher and friend Dov 
Seidman, CEO of LRN, which helps companies and leaders build ethical 
cultures, and the author of the book, “How: Why How We Do Anything Means 
Everything.” 

“The first inning’s prevailing ethos was that any technology that makes the 
world more open by connecting us or makes us more equal by empowering us 
individually must, in and of itself, be a force for good,” Seidman began. “But, in 
inning two, we are coming to grips with the reality that the power to make the 
world more open and equal is not in the technologies themselves. It all 
depends on how the tools are designed and how we choose to use them. The 
same amazing tech that enables people to forge deeper relationships, foster 
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closer communities and give everyone a voice can also breed isolation, 
embolden racists, and empower digital bullies and nefarious actors.” 

Equally important, Seidman added, these “unprecedented and valuable tools 
of connection” are being used with great accuracy and potency “to assault the 
foundations of what makes our democracies vibrant, capitalism dynamic and 
our societies healthy — namely, truth and trust.” 

And they have begun to be used “to assault our personal foundations — our 
privacy and sense of identity,” Seidman said: “It is one thing to use our data to 
enable better shopping experiences, but when my beliefs and attitudes are 
mined and manipulated for someone’s political campaign, a campaign that 
may be antithetical to my beliefs, that is deeply harmful and unmooring.” So 
what to do? “Precisely because we are in just the beginning of a technological 
revolution with a long, uncertain, up-and-down road ahead, we need to start 
by pausing to reflect on how our world, reshaped by these technologies, 
operates differently — and on the kind of values and leadership we will need to 
realize their promise.” 

Values are more vital now than ever, Seidman insisted. “Because sustainable 
values are what anchor us in a storm, and because values propel and guide us 
when our lives are profoundly disrupted. They help us make the hard 
decisions.” Hard decisions abound, because everything is now connected. “The 
world is fused. So there no place anymore to stand to the side and claim 
neutrality — to say, ‘I am just a businessperson’ or ‘I am just running a 
platform.’ ” 

No way. “Once you see that your technologies are having unintended 
consequences, you cannot maintain your neutrality — especially when you’ve 
become so central to the lives of billions of people.” 

In the fused world, Seidman said, “the business of business is no longer just 
business. The business of business is now society. And, therefore, how you 
take or don’t take responsibility for what your technology enables or for what 
happens on your platforms is inescapable. This is the emerging expectation of 
users — real people — who’ve entrusted so much of their inner lives to these 
powerful companies.” 

To be sure, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube should all be commended for 
trying to find engineering solutions to prevent them from being hacked and 
weaponized. 
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“But this is not just an engineering problem, or just a business model 
problem,” he said. “Software solutions can increase our confidence that we can 
stay a step ahead of the bad guys. But, fundamentally, it will take more 
‘moralware’ to regain our trust. Only one kind of leadership can respond to 
this kind of problem — moral leadership.” 

What does moral leadership look like here? 

“Moral leadership means truly putting people first and making whatever 
sacrifices that entails,” said Seidman. “That means not always competing on 
shallow things and quantity — on how much time people spend on your 
platform — but on quality and depth. It means seeing and treating people not 
just as ‘users’ or ‘clicks,’ but as ‘citizens,’ who are worthy of being accurately 
informed to make their best choices. It means not just trying to shift people 
from one click to another, from one video to another, but instead trying to 
elevate them in ways that deepen our connections and enrich our 
conversations.” 

It means, Seidman continued, being “fully transparent about how you operate, 
and make decisions that affect them — all the ways in which you’re monetizing 
their data. It means having the courage to publish explicit standards of quality 
and expectations of conduct, and fighting to maintain them however 
inconvenient. It means having the humility to ask for help even from your 
critics. It means promoting civility and decency, making the opposite 
unwelcome. It means being truly bold — proclaiming, for example, that you 
will not sleep until you’re certain that our next democratic election won’t be 
hacked.” 

At the height of the Cold War, when the world was threatened by spreading 
Communism and rising walls, President John F. Kennedy vowed to “pay any 
price and bear any burden” to ensure the success of liberty. 

Today, falling walls and spreading webs — which criminals and nations can 
use to poison democratic societies — are becoming the biggest threat to the 
success of liberty. You will know that the good guys are winning when you see 
big tech companies rise to Kennedy’s challenge — to pay any price and bear 
any burden to protect us from the downsides of the technologies they’ve 
created. 

Welcome to the second inning. 
 
A version of this article appears in print on March 28, 2018, on Page A23 of the New York edition with the 
headline: Facebook’s Problem — And Ours.   




