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With few exceptions, the current theories and research on 
leadership neglect the value of  cultural diversity when 

considering different leadership styles. Rather, leadership theo-
ries continue to reflect a white, North American, heterosexual, 
male bias and omit dimensions of  diversity in researching how 
leadership is exercised and the values effective leaders promote. 
Yet, there’s little question the growing population diversity in our 
complex and uncertain world requires a deep understanding of  
how effective leadership is exercised and the role leaders will play 
in managing the changes ahead.1-5 

 To prepare ourselves, our communities and our institu-
tions to live and work in this global world of  the future require 
a hard look at existing leadership models that ignore ethnic and 
racial diversity. These entrenched models are overwhelmingly eth-
nocentric and gender-biased. They draw on narrow, cultural-spe-
cific knowledge and practices that simply are not relevant for a 
diverse and global population, nor applicable in varying contexts 
and changing social environments. By failing to explore the deep 
core of  culturally unique leadership styles among non-white pop-
ulations, researchers too often have overlooked leadership styles 
that have endured for centuries through sheer effectiveness in 
leading and governing their people.4-6

 How, then, are diverse and contextually relevant leader-
ship styles to gain the respect and action they deserve? It is not 
simply about the representation of  diverse leaders in the ranks of  
leadership, nor about affirmative action. Rather, it requires para-
digm shifts in our theories of  leadership that examine and incor-
porate the ways diversity shapes our understanding of  leadership 
and its effects.

 To be effective, our future leaders must be responsive 
to change, prepared to lead a diverse workforce, and comfortable 

with multicultural communities that may differ from their own. 
This requires that leaders and leadership models be inclusive and 
sensitive to difference, which in turn requires an openness to di-
verse leadership styles. Yet when many women and members of  
non-white racial and ethnic groups become part of  the power 
elite in organizational leadership roles, they often become more 
like those already in power.7 This raises the question of  how our 
institutions and corporate structures constrain leaders to mirror 
the way those in leadership roles lead.8

 To avoid the mirroring effect, attention to a more cul-
turally sensitive perspective is highly important. A transformative 
multicultural style might reframe “empathy” into “inclusive rela-
tional empathy” to emphasize a more relationship-centered per-
spective, for example. A transformative style places emphasis on 
connecting the follower’s sense of  identity and self  to the mission 
and collective identity of  the group or organization.6

 Developing and practicing a culturally inclusive mind-
set is a dynamic and complex process—a multicultural journey, 
in effect. An aspiring culturally sensitive leader must focus on de-
veloping the appropriate skills, understanding, appreciation, will-
ingness, and ability to lead culturally different followers; the most 
salient of  these is willingness, for without a conscious intent and 
desire the achievement and realization of  cultural competence is 
not likely to occur.4,5

 Amidst rapid technological change, emerging global 
concerns, changing population demographics, and new social 
contexts, a diverse leadership style means being competent to:

• Understand how different world-views and lived experiences 
influence the exercise of  leadership and leadership styles;
• Be inclusive of  social justice, ethical, and value-based di-
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mensions of  leadership that are not typically included in main-
stream dialogue about leadership;
• Recognize how perceptions and expectations of  leaders asso-
ciated with dimensions of  identity (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity) 
may result in biases that shape leader behaviors and influence 
appraisals of  leader effectiveness for those who do not fit the 
prototype of  a “typical leader”; and
• Reflect the importance of  context in shaping leadership, in-
cluding the leader’s respect for culturally diverse leaders and 
members.4,5,9

 Studies now emerging point to the importance of  social 
identities and lived experiences of  leaders in their interaction with 
diverse followers in social and organizational contexts. Leaders 
with social identities reflective of  marginalized or minority groups 
are very likely to face a different experience in their positions than 
the typical white male leader, suggesting leaders with these chal-
lenges must develop self-monitoring skills and use race and other 
dimensions of  diversity, such as sensitivity to exclusion, as a posi-
tive resource rather than a deficit or weakness.7,8

 Becoming culturally competent and sensitive does not 
imply that one discard the many contributions of  past and present 
social and behavioral scientists and scholars. The challenge is to 
recognize that we cannot fully understand the human condition 
without viewing it from a cross-cultural perspective. What has been 
learned about the human condition in the past can be reframed 
and tested with a new set of  approaches and procedures in cultural 
contexts not previously considered. We must challenge our existing 
beliefs about effective leadership, ask new questions, and offer new 
paradigms to guide how we lead in today’s world. By so doing, we 
will find a rich vein of  specific thought ways and lifeways of  vari-
ous ethnocultural groups with extraordinary value for leadership as 
a whole.
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