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[bookmark: _Toc202003790]Executive Summary
This research proposal investigates the practice and perception of ethical leadership within Tesla, a globally recognised technology firm undergoing rapid growth and intense public scrutiny. As organisations in the twenty-first century increasingly grapple with the dual demands of financial success and ethical responsibility, the role of leadership has become more complex and critical. Tesla, with its bold innovation, ambitious leadership, and high-pressure internal culture, provides a timely and relevant case to explore how ethical leadership is both enacted by executives and experienced by employees.
The study aims to evaluate the alignment between Tesla’s publicly stated ethical principles and the lived realities within the organisation. It adopts an interpretivist research philosophy and uses a qualitative single-case study design to examine these dynamics in depth. The primary method is document analysis of secondary sources, including employee reviews on platforms like Glassdoor, public media interviews with staff and executives, and official Tesla documents such as ethics statements and sustainability reports. This approach enables the study to overcome access limitations while capturing a range of authentic perspectives and organisational narratives.
The research seeks to understand how leadership behaviours influence trust, organisational culture, and perceptions of ethical integrity. Through thematic and discourse-sensitive analysis, the study will identify patterns, contradictions, and recurring themes that reveal how employees interpret leadership conduct during periods of accelerated growth. Triangulation across different data sources and timeframes will enhance the credibility and validity of the findings, while reflexive journaling and audit trails will ensure methodological transparency.
Academically, the study contributes to leadership and organisational ethics literature by applying a rigorous qualitative methodology to a high-profile corporate case. It also addresses a gap in existing research by exploring how ethical leadership is perceived in contexts where access is restricted and organisational narratives are tightly controlled. Practically, the findings may inform business leaders, HR professionals, and policymakers on how to strengthen ethical alignment, employee engagement, and trust in rapidly evolving workplaces. While the study acknowledges limitations such as the lack of primary interviews and potential bias in online reviews, it mitigates these through careful sampling, contextual interpretation, and critical reflection.
In conclusion, this research offers valuable insight into the realities of ethical leadership in high-growth environments. It highlights the importance of consistency between leadership rhetoric and employee experience, and the consequences this alignment or lack thereof can have for innovation, culture, and organisational credibility. By focusing on Tesla, the study not only examines a globally influential firm but also provides a lens through which other technology companies might evaluate their own leadership practices.





1.0 [bookmark: _Toc202003791]Introduction & Research Rationale
Ethical leadership has become a defining concern for twenty-first-century organisations, especially in the technology sector where rapid innovation, intense competition, and constant media scrutiny magnify the consequences of leadership decisions. High-growth tech companies must now demonstrate not only financial performance but also stewardship of employee wellbeing, organisational values, and long-term sustainability. Balancing these demands creates a fertile context for examining how ethical leadership is enacted in practice.
Tesla, a global pioneer in electric vehicles and clean-energy solutions, offers a compelling case. Its extraordinary growth is driven by an ambitious leadership style that champions bold vision and relentless execution. Yet employee accounts of workload pressures, burnout, and culture clashes suggest a potential gap between the company’s public ethical narrative and day-to-day experience inside the organisation. This dissonance raises critical questions about trust, engagement, and the credibility of stated values issues with implications for both organisational success and broader stakeholder perceptions.
The proposed study therefore seeks to evaluate how ethical leadership is practised and perceived within Tesla during periods of accelerated expansion. Operating within an interpretivist paradigm, it adopts a qualitative single-case design and uses document analysis of publicly available sources employee reviews, media interviews, and corporate ethics reports to explore leadership rhetoric versus lived reality. Thematic analysis will illuminate areas of alignment and tension between leadership intent and employee experience.
Findings will advance academic understanding of ethical leadership in dynamic, high-profile environments and offer practical insights for leaders seeking to align rapid growth with ethical integrity. More broadly, the study showcases document analysis as a valuable methodology when direct organisational access is limited.












[bookmark: _Toc202003792]2.0 Literature Review
This literature review provides a thematic overview of the key concepts and scholarly debates relevant to the investigation of ethical leadership in high-growth technology firms. The review explores five core themes: ethical leadership theory, charismatic and controversial leadership in the tech sector, the relationship between ethical leadership and organisational trust, the divergence between leadership practice and employee perception, and the use of document analysis as a methodological approach. Each theme contributes to a deeper understanding of the theoretical and empirical foundations for the proposed research and highlights existing gaps this study aims to address.
[bookmark: _Toc202003793]2.1 Ethical Leadership Theories
Ethical leadership has been widely discussed in leadership and organisational studies, with an increasing focus on its role in shaping workplace conduct, employee morale, and long-term business sustainability. One of the foundational perspectives defines ethical leadership as the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, combined with the promotion of such conduct among followers through communication, reinforcement, and decision-making as mentioned by Kanyamukenge and Kagwaini (2024). According to research (Khan et al., 2024) these framing positions ethical leadership as a behavioural and relational construct that extends beyond compliance to include authenticity, integrity, and fairness.
As mentioned by Ughulu (2024) ethical leaders are often characterised by their ability to set clear moral standards, foster open communication, and promote ethical conduct among team members. They are viewed not only as role models but also as stewards of organisational values. The literature consistently associates ethical leadership with positive outcomes such as increased job satisfaction, psychological safety, and organisational commitment. These outcomes are especially critical in high-growth sectors where the pace of change can generate ethical ambiguity and decision-making pressure as shown by Yonatan Asadi Djaya, Eisha Lataruva and Ega Arminta (2024).
However, there is a growing recognition that ethical leadership is not simply a matter of applying abstract principles; rather, it is deeply embedded in organisational context and subject to the interpretation of those affected by leadership behaviours. This recognition underpins the relevance of qualitative and context-sensitive research approaches that explore how leadership is experienced and understood by organisational members as shown within studies (Roy et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc202003794]2.2 Charismatic and Controversial Leadership in the Technology Sector
The technology industry has long been associated with charismatic and unconventional leadership figures. Leaders such as Elon Musk have become synonymous with visionary thinking, bold risk-taking, and disruptive innovation as told by Olorunfemi (2024). While such leadership styles have contributed significantly to rapid business expansion and market transformation, they also raise questions about the ethical boundaries of influence and the consequences for internal organisational culture as studies seen (Bagga, Gera and Haque, 2022).
As research shown by Coney (2025) that charismatic leadership, although often linked with innovation and inspiration, can also foster dependency, suppress dissent, and blur the line between personal authority and organisational governance. In the context of high-growth firms, where employee workloads and performance expectations are often extreme, there is a risk that charismatic leadership may overshadow the need for ethical consistency and employee welfare.
According to Aithal, Bhandarkar and Shetty (2024) Tesla exemplifies this dynamic. Its growth has been closely tied to the strong personal leadership of its CEO, whose unconventional methods and high public profile have generated both admiration and criticism. This duality presents a complex leadership environment where ethics, innovation, and public image intersect. Although charismatic leadership can energise teams and drive performance, it may also create organisational cultures where ethical concerns are overlooked in favour of results as mentioned in research (Le Blanc, González-Romá and Wang, 2019).
This tension calls for a nuanced understanding of how employees interpret and respond to leadership behaviour, especially in firms where public messaging and internal practices may not always align as shown by Halbusi, Palomino and Williams (2023).
[bookmark: _Toc202003795]2.3 Organisational Trust, Ethics and Innovation
Determined by Eluwole, Karatepe and Avci (2022) organisational trust plays a pivotal role in sustaining employee engagement, reducing turnover, and supporting innovation. Trust is closely tied to perceptions of leadership integrity, consistency, and fairness. Ethical leadership is often described as a catalyst for trust, as it fosters transparent communication, shared values, and mutual respect between leaders and employees.
In high-growth technology firms, where strategic pivots and rapid changes are frequent, trust becomes both more difficult and more essential to maintain. Employees in such environments may feel disconnected from decision-making processes or perceive that ethical considerations are secondary to financial and technical goals. Without trust, even the most visionary leadership can lose credibility, leading to disengagement, low morale, or reputational risk as supported by Zahoor et al. (2022).
Literature suggests (Clarke et al., 2024) that ethical leadership can enhance innovation by creating a psychologically safe environment where employees are more willing to take creative risks and share new ideas. However, the link between ethics and innovation is complex. In firms where pressure to perform is intense, ethical leadership may be seen as aspirational but not consistently practiced.
This complexity reinforces the need to explore employee perceptions of ethical leadership within tech firms, particularly to assess whether trust is being built or eroded through actual leadership behaviour rather than public claims as supported by Kleynhans et al. (2022).



[bookmark: _Toc202003796]2.4 Leadership Versus Employee Perception
A significant body of literature emphasises (Junaidi Junaidi, 2023) the gap that can exist between how leaders view their ethical performance and how it is perceived by employees. Leadership intentions do not always translate into employee experiences, especially in large or rapidly growing organisations where communication is filtered, and decisions are often made at the top without full transparency.
Studies have shown (Ahmed and Khan, 2023) that employees may perceive ethical misalignment when leadership messages are inconsistent, when promises are not followed through, or when accountability is unevenly applied. This misalignment can undermine organisational integrity and lead to cynicism or resistance.
According to Ganesh (2024) this theme is particularly relevant in the context of Tesla, where public statements about ethics, sustainability, and innovation often contrast with employee accounts describing high pressure, limited autonomy, and feelings of being undervalued. Understanding how these perceptions are formed and whether they reflect broader cultural patterns is central to evaluating the true nature of ethical leadership within the organisation.
Supported by Hewett and Shantz (2021) the gap between rhetoric and reality is not only an ethical concern but also a strategic risk, as it affects reputation, talent retention, and organisational coherence. This study will contribute to the understanding of how such perception gaps arise and what they imply for leadership in high-growth environments.
[bookmark: _Toc202003797]2.5 Document Analysis in Organisational Research 
Document analysis is increasingly recognised as a valid and valuable method for exploring organisational phenomena, particularly in cases where direct access to participants is limited. It involves the systematic evaluation of existing documents such as company reports, employee feedback, interviews, and media articles to identify patterns, narratives, and contradictions according to Bowen (2009).
As further supported by (Bowen, 2009b) this method is particularly well-suited to research in high-profile organisations, where confidentiality and visibility constraints may limit primary data collection. Document analysis allows researchers to explore naturally occurring texts that reflect authentic organisational discourse and employee voice. It is also a practical tool for triangulating data across multiple sources, thereby improving the reliability of findings.
In this study, document analysis will be used to examine a combination of employee reviews, public interviews, and Tesla’s published ethics materials. This approach enables the researcher to assess alignment between stated values and lived experiences, while also considering how different stakeholders construct and communicate meaning around leadership as shown by Qin (2022).
The method supports a qualitative, interpretivist approach and aligns with the need to conduct context-sensitive research that respects access limitations without compromising analytical depth.

[bookmark: _Toc202003798]2.6 Identified Gaps in the Literature
While ethical leadership has been widely studied, notable gaps remain—especially within high-growth technology firms. Research by Hussam Al Halbusi et al. (2020) highlights three key limitations: limited empirical insight into how employees interpret ethical leadership during intense organisational change; a lack of studies using document analysis where insider access is restricted; and minimal exploration of the alignment between publicly stated ethics and internal practices, particularly in firms with strong branding and polarising leadership styles.
[bookmark: _Toc202003799]3.0 Research Question, Aim and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc202003800]3.1 Research 
This research explores ethical leadership within a high-growth technology firm, using Tesla as a case study. As a global innovator, Tesla has expanded rapidly under intense media and public scrutiny. However, its growth has also raised concerns around employee wellbeing, organisational culture, and the consistency of its ethical leadership. These factors make Tesla a timely and relevant subject for examining how ethical leadership is enacted and perceived in fast-paced, high-pressure environments (Furr and Dyer, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc202003801]3.2 Aim
The aim of this research is to evaluate how ethical leadership is practiced and perceived within Tesla during periods of rapid organisational growth. This includes both an assessment of leadership behaviours and a critical exploration of how those behaviours are experienced and interpreted by employees and stakeholders.
[bookmark: _Toc202003802]3.3 Objectives
To guide this inquiry, the research is structured around four key objectives:
· To examine the ethical leadership style exhibited by Tesla’s executive leadership.
· To analyse the impact of ethical leadership on organisational trust and innovation
· To assess the alignment between Tesla’s ethical statements and reported internal practices.
These objectives will be addressed through qualitative document analysis of publicly available data, including employee reviews, interviews, and company ethics documentation.
The central research question that guides this study is: How is ethical leadership enacted and experienced within Tesla, and what are its implications for organisational culture and innovation?
This question seeks to uncover the relationship between leadership conduct, employee experience, and ethical outcomes in one of today’s most influential and scrutinised technology companies.
[bookmark: _Toc202003803]4.0 Research Philosophy and Methodology 
This section sets out the philosophical foundation, methodological approach, and specific research methods that will guide the study. It explains why an interpretivist paradigm, a qualitative single-case study design, and document analysis together provide the most appropriate framework for addressing the research aim: evaluating how ethical leadership is practised and perceived within Tesla during rapid organisational growth.
[bookmark: _Toc202003804]4.1 Philosophical Orientation: Interpretivism
Supported by Pervin and Mokhtar (2022) an interpretivist worldview assumes that social reality is not fixed or objectively measurable but is instead constructed through human interaction and sense-making. Ethical leadership, by its nature, is deeply embedded in values, perceptions, and cultural narratives. Leaders may believe they are communicating clear ethical standards, yet employees may interpret the same behaviours in very different ways depending on their roles, histories, and expectations. Adopting an interpretivist stance therefore acknowledges that:
· Multiple realities coexist:  A senior executive’s reality of “high-performance culture” may sit alongside a production worker’s reality of “high-pressure culture,” and both must be explored.
· Meaning is contextual:  Behaviours acquire ethical or unethical connotations only when viewed within their organisational, temporal, and relational context as mentioned by Antunez, Ramalho and Marques (2023).
· Researcher reflexivity is essential: The researcher’s own assumptions about leadership and ethics influence how data are interpreted, requiring ongoing self-reflection as studies shown (Jamieson, Govaart and Pownall, 2023).
This paradigm directly aligns with the study’s goal of understanding perceptions how individuals interpret leadership conduct rather than measuring leadership effectiveness through predetermined metrics.
[bookmark: _Toc202003805]4.2 Methodological Approach: Qualitative Single-Case Study
A qualitative case study provides the depth and flexibility needed to examine complex organisational phenomena in real settings. Several factors justify the selection of Tesla as a single, instrumental case:
· Relevance and visibility: Tesla is globally recognised for disruptive innovation and equally scrutinised for its internal culture. Its high public profile offers abundant secondary data while posing access challenges for primary interviews, making document analysis viable and rich as supported with studies (Xiao, 2024).
· Critical case logic: If ethical leadership tensions can be identified in an organisation that publicly champions sustainability and innovation, similar tensions are likely to exist perhaps more subtly in other high-growth tech firms. Tesla thus serves as a powerful lens for broader insights being further supported with research (Vu, 2024).
· Temporal boundedness:  Tesla’s recent period of accelerated expansion (2020–2025) provides a clear temporal boundary for data collection, ensuring the case remains focused and manageable as supported by Olorunfemi (2024b).
While multiple-case studies can improve external comparability, they often do so at the expense of contextual nuance. For this dissertation, a single-case approach allows for detailed, layered analysis of leadership rhetoric versus lived experience precisely the nuance the research question demands.
[bookmark: _Toc202003806]4.3 Research Method: Document Analysis
Document analysis is the systematic review and interpretation of existing texts to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical insight. It offers three compelling advantages in this project:
· Authenticity of naturally occurring data: Documents such as employee reviews, open letters, leadership memos, and published ethics statements arise without researcher intervention, reducing response bias and reflecting organic organisational discourse as shown by Hendry (2022).
· Accessibility and breadth: In a company where direct access to senior leaders or broad employee samples may be restricted, published documents and digital traces offer a pragmatic route to multiple stakeholder voices to which texts have been shown (Nikolaos Droutsas et al., 2024).
· Triangulation potential: Comparing diverse document types (e.g., Glassdoor comments, press interviews, shareholder letters) enables cross-validation of emerging themes, enhancing credibility supported by methodology (Jonsen and Jehn, 2009).
	Step
	Purpose
	Examples

	Compilation
	Assemble a corpus of document produced between 2020 and 2025
	Glassdoor reviews, safety-culture memos, earnings-call transcripts, ethics policies.

	Initial Skimming
	Identify relevance and authenticity; exclude duplicates or unverifiable sources.
	Check metadata, publication dates, authorship.

	Thematic Coding
	Apply a coding frame focused on leadership behaviours, ethical language, employee sentiment, and trust indicators.
	Use iterative open, axial, and selective coding cycles.

	Interpretive Synthesis
	Map relationships among codes to uncover patterns and contradictions.
	Compare “espoused ethics” codes to “felt experience” codes.


(Bowen, 2009c), (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Throughout the process, a simple audit trail (dates, search terms, inclusion/exclusion decisions) will preserve transparency and allow replication.
[bookmark: _Toc202003807]4.4 Data Sources and Sampling Strategy 
· Employee-generated texts: Public Glassdoor reviews, anonymous forums, and verified first-person accounts provide insight into staff perceptions. Purposeful sampling will focus on reviews that explicitly reference leadership, ethics, trust, or culture as supported through research methods (Graham et al., 2022).
· Leadership communications: CEO letters, keynote speeches, company blog posts, and social-media statements reveal the ethical narrative promoted externally and internally.
· Corporate documents:  Codes of conduct, sustainability reports, and diversity statements illustrate formal commitments and performance claims.
A time-bounded purposeful sampling approach ensures coverage across major organisational milestones (factory launches, product releases, layoffs, etc.) without being swamped by irrelevant data. Sampling will continue until thematic saturation is reached when additional documents fail to reveal new insights as studies shown by Bouncken, Czakon and Schmitt (2025).
[bookmark: _Toc202003808]4.5 Ensuring Trustworthiness
Qualitative rigour will be established through: 
	Criterion
	Strategy

	Credibility
	Source triangulation; peer debriefing with research supervisor to challenge interpretations.

	Transferability
	Thick description of Tesla’s context, enabling readers to gauge applicability to other firms.

	Dependability
	Detailed audit trail of coding decisions and data-management procedures.

	Confirmability
	Reflexive journaling to surface the researcher’s biases and decision-making process.


(Lincoln and Guba, 1985), (Shenton, 2004), (Nowell et al., 2017)
These measures aim to enhance confidence in the study’s findings without claiming statistical generalisability.
[bookmark: _Toc202003809]4.6 Ethical Considerations
Although the study relies on publicly available material, ethical diligence remains critical. Employee reviews will be paraphrased or quoted without identifiable detail to prevent retrospective attribution as supported by research (Safarlou et al., 2023).  Where documents derive from subscription services or internal leaks, permission protocols will be observed, or the documents will be excluded. All analysis will respect fair-use principles and institutional guidelines on secondary data.
[bookmark: _Toc202003810]4.7 Limitations
Two limitations accompany this design:
· Absence of primary interviews: Studies shown by Lim (2024) document analysis cannot probe deeper into ambiguous statements or capture real-time emotional nuance. However, triangulating multiple document types mitigates this constraint and affords broad coverage.
· Potential self-selection bias: Online reviewers may be disproportionately dissatisfied or highly enthused. The study will address this by mapping sentiment ranges and noting over- or under-representation while interpreting results as supported by Khazaal et al. (2014).
Recognising these limitations from the outset reinforces methodological transparency and sets realistic boundaries for conclusions.



[bookmark: _Toc202003811]5.0 Data Collection and Sample
The data collection strategy for this study is rooted in qualitative document analysis, chosen for its ability to provide rich, naturally occurring textual evidence of organisational practices and employee perceptions. Given the challenges of gaining direct access to Tesla's internal environment, this approach enables the research to investigate leadership, ethics, and organisational culture using publicly available materials. These data sources, when analysed thematically, will support the exploration of how ethical leadership is enacted and experienced within the company as supported by Lochmiller (2024).
[bookmark: _Toc202003812]5.1 Data Sources
Three main types of secondary qualitative data will be collected and analysed:
Employee Reviews from Glassdoor and Similar Platforms
According to research (Campbell, 2022) Glassdoor reviews provide anonymous first-hand narratives from employees about their experiences within Tesla. These reviews often include reflections on company culture, leadership behaviours, ethical conduct, and organisational trust. Although self-reported and unmoderated, they offer a unique perspective into how leadership decisions are felt and interpreted at various levels of the organisation.
These employee-generated reviews are especially useful in an interpretivist framework, as they provide access to the subjective meanings and emotions individuals attach to their work environment. When reviewed over time, they also allow for the identification of patterns and shifts in sentiment that may coincide with major organisational events or leadership changes as shown by studies of Vuchkovski et al. (2023).
Public Interviews and Media Accounts
According to Hendrix and Iyer (2024) statements made by current and former Tesla employees in verified media interviews or public forums serve as another key data source. These narratives are typically more detailed than anonymous reviews and can reveal insider reflections on leadership practices, team dynamics, and ethical challenges. They also provide more contextualised accounts that can be cross-referenced with other document types to enhance validity.
Supported by studies (Jia, 2024) leadership interviews particularly those involving Tesla’s executive figures are also valuable. They help establish the ethical values and priorities that leadership claims to champion, which can then be compared to employee narratives for consistency or contrast.
Organisational Ethics Documents
Tesla’s own published materials, such as corporate sustainability reports, codes of conduct, mission statements, and public updates to shareholders, are crucial in establishing the organisation’s stated ethical commitments as shown by Jourishi (2024). These documents represent the official narrative of ethical leadership and corporate responsibility. Analysing them allows the study to assess the degree of alignment between what the organisation promotes externally and what is reportedly experienced internally.
Together, these sources offer multiple perspectives on leadership behaviour and organisational ethics, allowing for triangulation and thematic comparison.
[bookmark: _Toc202003813]5.2 Sampling Strategy 
Supporting studies (Campbell et al., 2020) foreseen a purposeful sampling strategy will be employed to select documents that are most relevant to the research objectives. Purposeful sampling involves the deliberate selection of information-rich cases that best enable the researcher to answer the research question. This approach is particularly appropriate for qualitative studies that aim to explore in-depth, contextual insights rather than statistical generalisations.
The sampling will be bounded temporally, focusing on materials produced between 2020 and 2025. This five-year period captures recent developments in Tesla’s growth, including major product launches, factory expansions, executive transitions, and reported internal cultural challenges. Focusing on this period ensures that the data is both current and relevant to the evolving leadership context of the company according to Li et al. (2024).
Documents will be selected based on criteria such as:
· Explicit reference to leadership, ethics, trust, culture, or employee experience
· Relevance to organisational decisions or milestones
· Clarity of authorship and authenticity
· Accessibility for verification
For example, Glassdoor reviews that discuss management integrity, decision-making transparency, or ethical dilemmas will be prioritised. Likewise, executive statements that outline ethical values or address internal controversies will be examined closely as further supported through texts by Hyatt and Gruenglas (2023).
[bookmark: _Toc202003814]5.3 Justification of Data Sources
Using publicly available documents as data is a valid and recognised approach in qualitative case study research. As Cheong et al. (2023) notes, secondary data particularly when analysed systematically can provide valuable insights into organisational behaviour, especially in contexts where access is constrained. These documents are naturally occurring, created independently of the researcher’s presence, and reflect real-world expressions of belief, critique, or intent.
Although such data cannot be controlled or probed like primary interviews, they can be critically examined for language, tone, content, and frequency of themes. When cross-referenced across multiple sources, they form a composite picture of how ethical leadership is articulated and perceived as shown in journals (Heres, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc202003815]5.4 Ethical and Methodological Considerations
Supporting this methodology (Nagarajan, 2024) all data will be collected from open-access platforms and public records. To ensure ethical integrity, the anonymity of employee contributors will be preserved, and quotes will be paraphrased or anonymised where necessary. The researcher will avoid any unverifiable or untraceable sources to maintain academic rigour.
In summary, the chosen data sources and sampling strategy provide a strong foundation for exploring the nuanced and multi-voiced nature of ethical leadership at Tesla. They allow for depth, diversity, and credibility within the boundaries of a qualitative document-based study.
[bookmark: _Toc202003816]6.0 Data Analysis and Validity 
This section outlines how the collected documents will be examined and how the study will ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of its findings. A systematic plan for thematic coding, triangulation, and rigorous documentation aims to turn a diverse corpus of secondary texts into coherent insights about ethical leadership at Tesla as further supported with research (Bowen, 2009c).
[bookmark: _Toc202003817]6.1 Analytic Technique: Thematic Coding
Given the research aim understanding how ethical leadership is practised and perceived thematic analysis offers the most suitable analytic framework. The process will unfold in four iterative stages:
· Familiarisation:  All documents will be read in full to gain an initial sense of tone, context, and salient issues. Notes will be taken on recurring vocabulary (e.g., “pressure,” “transparency,” “mission”), emotive expressions, and explicit references to ethics or culture as shown with the Council of Europe (2020).
· Initial Coding: According to McLeod (2024) segments of text that relate to leadership behaviour, ethical principles, employee reactions, or organisational outcomes will be assigned provisional codes. This inductive phase allows patterns to surface without imposing preconceived categories.
· Axial Coding: Further supported by McLeod (2024a) codes will be examined for relationships and grouped into broader categories such as leadership style, employee sentiment, trust indicators, and ethical contradictions. Axial coding helps identify how different aspects of leadership discourse interact.
· Selective Coding and Theme Construction: Core themes will be distilled from the axial categories, clarifying how leadership rhetoric aligns (or misaligns) with employee narratives. Illustrative quotations will be retained paraphrased where necessary to preserve context while protecting anonymity as studies of common research foreseen (McLeod, 2024b).
To manage and organise data, a qualitative analysis tool such as NVivo or MAXQDA will be used. These platforms facilitate systematic coding, memo writing, and retrieval of coded excerpts, thereby enhancing analytical rigour.
[bookmark: _Toc202003818]6.2 Discourse-Sensitive Lens
While thematic analysis remains central, the study will incorporate a light discourse-analytic perspective to examine how language choices construct particular ethical realities. For instance, leadership statements that frame aggressive growth as “mission-critical” may simultaneously normalise long working hours. Examining such framing devices deepens understanding of the cultural logic that shapes employee perceptions.

[bookmark: _Toc202003819]6.3 Triangulation for Credibility
Triangulation involves comparing and contrasting multiple data sources to corroborate themes and expose inconsistencies. Following Bhandari (2022) guidance, three forms will be applied:
· Source triangulation: Glassdoor reviews, media interviews, and formal corporate documents will be cross-checked. If employees report burnout while corporate reports emphasise “people-first culture,” the tension itself becomes an analytical finding as supported by Chetty (2024).
· Methodological triangulation: Thematic coding results will be contrasted with discourse cues (e.g., metaphors, pronoun usage) to ensure that both content and linguistic framing are considered according to guiding studies (Kiger and Varpio, 2020).
· Temporal triangulation: Materials will be examined across the 2020–2025 window to detect shifts in narratives following major organisational events (e.g., product launches, factory shutdowns). Consistency or change over time informs conclusions about leadership credibility.
Triangulation strengthens the study’s credibility by demonstrating that insights are not artefacts of a single data set or analytic lens.
[bookmark: _Toc202003820]6.4 Building Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry hinges on four criteria credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability each addressed through specific strategies:
	Criterion
	Strategy

	Credibility
	Triangulation, reflexive memoing, and peer debriefing with the academic supervisor to challenge interpretations.

	Transferability
	Thick description of Tesla’s organisational context and the socio-economic climate of the tech industry, allowing readers to judge applicability to other settings.

	Dependability
	An audit trail capturing search terms, inclusion/exclusion decisions, coding iterations, and analytical memos will be maintained. Version-controlled files will document every change.

	Confirmability
	Reflexive journals will record the researcher’s assumptions and evolving interpretations, ensuring findings emerge from the data rather than personal bias.


(Nowell et al., 2017b), (Tracy, 2010), (Elo et al., 2014), (Davies, 2015)
[bookmark: _Toc202003821]6.5 Transparency and Audit Trail
Transparency is foundational to research integrity. A structured audit trail will:
· Log each document’s source URL, publication date, and retrieval date.
· Record coding frameworks, revisions, and rationale.
· Capture memos that link data excerpts to emerging theoretical insights.
This documentation allows external reviewers to trace the analytic journey, enhancing dependability and confirmability as supported with the research of Lee (2025).

[bookmark: _Toc202003822]6.6 Limitations in Analysis
Two analytic challenges warrant acknowledgment:
· Uneven data quality: Glassdoor comments vary in length and detail; corporate documents may employ strategic framing. Triangulation and reflexive critique help balance these biases as mention in studies (Landers, Brusso and Auer, 2019).
· Language nuances: Subtle sarcasm or region-specific idioms may complicate interpretation. Where ambiguity arises, multiple coders or peer feedback will be sought to verify meaning as supported by NLU (2024).
[bookmark: _Toc202003823]7.0 Ethical Considerations
This research relies exclusively on secondary data and does not involve direct interaction with human participants. As such, it falls outside the scope of typical ethical risks associated with primary data collection. However, careful consideration will still be given to maintaining ethical integrity throughout the research process as supporting evidence is mentioned by Tripathy (2013).c
Employee reviews from platforms such as Glassdoor will be handled with strict attention to anonymity. Even though these reviews are publicly accessible and often anonymous by default, any quotations or references used in the dissertation will be paraphrased or anonymised further to ensure that no individual can be identified or traced. This aligns with the ethical principles outlined by Campbell (2022b), who emphasises the need to treat online and documentary sources with the same caution as traditional data when it comes to privacy and consent.
All corporate documents, interviews, and review excerpts will be cited accurately, ensuring due respect for intellectual property and source credibility. Given the interpretive nature of the study, it is acknowledged that subjective documents such as employee opinions may carry personal biases or emotional undertones. These will be analysed critically, with a transparent account of their context and limitations, ensuring a balanced and responsible representation of the data.
[bookmark: _Toc202003824]8.0 Limitations
As this study is based entirely on secondary data, several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, there is an inherent inability to verify the authenticity of some sources, particularly anonymous employee reviews. The true identity, role, or context of the individual posting may be unknown, which limits the ability to confirm the accuracy of their claims as shown by Baldwin et al. (2022).
Secondly, the researcher has no direct control over the conditions under which the data were generated. Organisational documents may be crafted with strategic intent, while public interviews and reviews may reflect selective experiences or emotional responses rather than balanced evaluations. This poses challenges in interpreting subjective data and understanding the broader context in which statements were made according to journals (Kabir, 2016).
Another limitation lies in the potential bias of online reviews, which may reflect extreme views either highly negative or overly positive. These polarised perspectives may distort the overall representation of employee experience as further supported in journals (Rodrigo-Ginés, Carrillo-de-Albornoz and Plaza, 2024).
Supporting text shows Farquhar, Michels and Robson (2020) to mitigate these risks, the study will apply triangulation by comparing findings across multiple document types and timeframes. Additionally, all data will be analysed within its organisational and temporal context, allowing for careful interpretation and critical reflection. These strategies will help strengthen the validity and trustworthiness of the research despite the limitations of indirect access.
[bookmark: _Toc202003825]9.0 Resource Requirements and Time Plan
This research project has been carefully structured to ensure appropriate use of resources and efficient time management. As the study is based entirely on secondary data, there are no associated costs for data collection. Publicly available sources including employee reviews, media interviews, and organisational documents will form the core dataset. Access to academic databases through the university library will support the literature review and theoretical framework.
For data organisation and thematic analysis, the project will utilise NVivo qualitative analysis software where available. NVivo is ideal for managing large volumes of text and supports efficient coding and thematic mapping. Where NVivo is not accessible, Microsoft Excel will be used as a functional alternative to manually code and structure qualitative data as shown in studies of Limna (2023).
The research is scheduled across a 120-day period, beginning on 9th June 2025 and concluding on 21st November 2025. The planned timeline includes the following key phases:
[image: A screenshot of a computer
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This structured plan, illustrated in the Gantt chart (see Appendix), ensures the project is delivered on time and meets the expected standard of academic research through balanced phases of preparation, execution, and refinement.











[bookmark: _Toc202003826]10.0 Conclusion
This research proposal sets out to examine how ethical leadership is practised and perceived within Tesla, a global leader in the high-growth technology sector. It responds to growing interest in how leadership values are enacted in fast-paced, high-pressure environments where ethical decision-making and employee wellbeing are under scrutiny.
The primary aim is to explore the alignment between Tesla’s publicly stated ethical principles and the actual experiences of employees, as expressed through publicly available documents. By focusing on both leadership behaviour and employee perceptions, the research assesses whether a gap exists between ethical rhetoric and organisational reality and what that implies for culture, trust, and innovation.
Academically, the study contributes to literature on ethical leadership by applying qualitative document analysis to a contemporary, real-world case. The use of secondary data, including employee reviews and corporate materials, addresses methodological barriers often encountered in organisational research. The focus on Tesla adds relevance due to its influence and media exposure.
Professionally, the findings may offer insights for leaders, HR departments, and policy-makers aiming to enhance ethical alignment and organisational trust. In high-growth companies, understanding how leadership is internally perceived can guide more transparent, values-driven cultures. For Tesla and similar firms, this may inform communication and leadership practices.
In summary, this study presents a qualitative exploration of ethical leadership in a dynamic organisational context. It offers both theoretical insight and practical relevance, contributing to ongoing discussions around how leadership ethics are communicated and experienced in modern workplaces. Through critical analysis, the research aims to clarify the relationship between leadership intentions and employee perceptions.
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