
GRE Issue Essay Sample 1

Prompt: To be an effective leader, a public official must maintain the highest ethical and 

moral standards.

Write a response in which you discuss the extent to which you agree or disagree with the 

claim. In developing and supporting your position, be sure to address the most compelling 

reasons and/or examples that could be used to challenge your position.

Essay Response - Score 6

Paragraph 1: Introduction

Ethical leadership forms the cornerstone of effective governance, defining not only a leader's 
character but also shaping public trust and policy outcomes. The assertion that public 
officials must uphold the highest ethical and moral standards is fundamental to fostering 
transparent, accountable, and inclusive societies.

Paragraph 2: Argument

Leaders who embody unwavering ethical principles inspire confidence and catalyze societal 
progress through principled decision-making. Historical luminaries like Mahatma Gandhi and 
Nelson Mandela exemplified how moral clarity and ethical fortitude can transcend political 
divides and ignite transformative societal change. Their commitment to justice and human 
dignity not only liberated nations from oppression but also set enduring benchmarks for 
ethical leadership globally.

Paragraph 3: Counterargument

Critics may argue that stringent adherence to ethical standards could hinder pragmatic 
decision-making in crises or complex policy environments. Leaders navigating economic 
downturns or national security threats often confront daunting choices requiring nuanced 
ethical judgments. In such contexts, ethical compromises may be framed as necessary for 
achieving immediate outcomes or averting potential harm.

Paragraph 4: Example

However, contemporary leaders like Angela Merkel and Justin Trudeau demonstrate how 
ethical leadership can navigate complexities while upholding universal values. Merkel's 
principled stance on refugee rights amidst Europe's migrant crisis and Trudeau's 
commitment to diversity and inclusion in policymaking underscore the transformative impact 
of ethical governance. Their leadership not only navigated intricate geopolitical landscapes 
but also reinforced democratic values and international cooperation.



Paragraph 5: Conclusion

In conclusion, while ethical dilemmas may test leadership resolve, steadfast adherence to 
ethical principles remains indispensable for effective governance. By upholding moral 
standards and navigating ethical complexities with wisdom and compassion, leaders inspire 
public trust, foster inclusive governance, and uphold universal values. Effective leadership 
demands not only competence but also unwavering commitment to the highest ethical and 
moral standards as guiding principles in governance and public service. Leaders who 
prioritize ethical integrity not only enhance societal cohesion but also forge resilient 
communities capable of confronting challenges with resilience and collective purpose. Thus, 
the assertion that to be an effective leader, a public official must maintain the highest ethical 
and moral standards, resonates profoundly in shaping a just and equitable future for all.

Essay Response - Score 5

Paragraph 1: Introduction

The hallmark of effective leadership in public office lies in maintaining the highest ethical and 
moral standards. Ethical integrity not only defines a leader's character but also shapes public 
perception, policy outcomes, and societal trust essential for sustainable governance.

Paragraph 2: Argument

Leaders who embody unwavering ethical principles inspire public confidence and galvanize 
collective action toward shared goals. Historical figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and 
Nelson Mandela exemplified how moral clarity and ethical fortitude can transcend political 
divides and catalyze transformative societal change. Their commitment to nonviolence and 
justice not only liberated nations but also set enduring benchmarks for ethical leadership 
worldwide.

Paragraph 3: Counterargument

Critics may argue that rigid adherence to ethical standards may hinder pragmatic 
decision-making in crisis situations or complex policy environments. Leaders grappling with 
economic disparities or national security threats may face daunting choices requiring 
nuanced ethical judgments. In such contexts, ethical compromises are often framed as 
essential for achieving immediate outcomes or mitigating existential risks.

Paragraph 4: Example

However, contemporary leaders like Jacinda Ardern and Pope Francis demonstrate how 
ethical leadership can reconcile competing interests and uphold universal values. Ardern's 
compassionate response to the Christchurch mosque shootings and Francis's advocacy for 
environmental stewardship illustrate the transformative impact of ethical governance. Their 
leadership not only fosters societal cohesion but also advances global solidarity in 
confronting the pressing challenges of our time.

Paragraph 5: Conclusion



Ethical integrity is nonnegotiable for effective leadership in public office. By upholding moral 
standards and navigating ethical complexities with wisdom and compassion, leaders inspire 
public trust, foster inclusive governance, and uphold universal values. While ethical 
dilemmas may test leadership resolve, steadfast adherence to ethical principles remains 
indispensable for advancing justice, promoting human dignity, and achieving sustainable 
societal progress. Effective leadership demands not only competence but also unwavering 
commitment to the highest ethical and moral standards as guiding principles in governance 
and public service.

Essay Response - Score 4

Paragraph 1: Introduction

In the realm of public office, ethical leadership forms the bedrock of effective governance. 
Upholding the highest ethical and moral standards is imperative for leaders to foster trust, 
inspire confidence, and navigate complex societal challenges with integrity.

Paragraph 2: Argument

Leaders who consistently adhere to ethical principles cultivate a culture of transparency and 
accountability, essential for sustainable governance. For example, historical figures like 
Abraham Lincoln and Eleanor Roosevelt demonstrated how ethical clarity and moral 
fortitude can unify diverse constituencies and advance societal progress. Their unwavering 
commitment to justice and human rights not only shaped national discourse but also 
galvanized global movements toward equity and equality.

Paragraph 3: Counterargument

However, critics contend that rigid adherence to ethical standards may hinder effective 
decision-making in crises or contentious policy environments. Leaders grappling with 
economic downturns or national security threats may face pressure to prioritize immediate 
outcomes over ethical nuances. In such contexts, ethical compromises are often framed as 
necessary for achieving pragmatic outcomes and preserving public welfare.

Paragraph 4: Example

Despite these challenges, leaders like Angela Merkel and Justin Trudeau have exemplified 
how ethical leadership can yield enduring societal benefits. Merkel's principled stance on 
refugee rights amidst Europe's migrant crisis and Trudeau's commitment to diversity and 
inclusion in policy-making underscore the transformative impact of ethical governance. Their 
leadership not only navigated complex geopolitical landscapes but also reinforced 
democratic values and international cooperation.

Paragraph 5: Conclusion

Ethical integrity is indispensable for effective leadership in public office. By upholding moral 
standards and navigating ethical complexities with wisdom and foresight, leaders inspire 



public trust, foster inclusive governance, and uphold societal values. While ethical dilemmas 
may test leadership resolve, steadfast adherence to ethical principles remains essential for 
navigating crises, advancing equitable policies, and fostering sustainable societal progress.

Essay Response - Score 3

Paragraph 1: Introduction

Effective leadership in public office necessitates a delicate balance between ethical 
standards and pragmatic decision-making. While maintaining the highest ethical and moral 
standards is ideal, the complexities and pressures of governance often challenge this 
idealistic expectation.

Paragraph 2: Argument

Public officials operate in environments where decisions impact diverse constituencies with 
competing interests. In the face of urgent demands or crises, leaders may prioritize 
expediency over ethical deliberation. For instance, a leader confronting an economic 
downturn might prioritize job creation measures that compromise environmental safeguards. 
In such cases, ethical compromises are often portrayed as necessary for achieving greater 
public good or mitigating immediate risks.

Paragraph 3: Counterargument

Critics argue that compromising ethical standards erodes public trust and sets dangerous 
precedents. Leaders like Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Gandhi exemplified how 
unwavering ethical integrity can inspire societal change and foster long-term stability. Their 
moral courage and steadfast adherence to principles not only transformed their societies but 
also resonated globally, highlighting the enduring impact of ethical leadership.

Paragraph 4: Example

However, in today's complex political landscape, leaders are frequently confronted with 
ethical dilemmas exacerbated by global interdependencies and rapid technological 
advancements. The case of a healthcare policy decision impacting millions underscores the 
ethical quandaries faced by leaders navigating conflicting interests and limited resources. In 
such scenarios, achieving consensus on ethical imperatives often proves elusive, prompting 
leaders to prioritize practical outcomes over ethical rigor.

Paragraph 5: Conclusion

While aspiring for impeccable ethical standards is commendable, the reality of governance 
demands nuanced decision-making that balances ethical considerations with practical 
realities. Effective leadership entails not only upholding moral integrity but also adeptly 
navigating ethical challenges to deliver sustainable societal outcomes. Thus, while 
maintaining the highest ethical and moral standards remains an ideal, pragmatic leadership 
often necessitates navigating gray areas to foster effective governance and public welfare.


