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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
OF THE RESEARCH3             

2.1  Introduction

When it comes to leadership, Bass notes, “[t]here are almost as many different definitions 
of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept (1990: 11).” 
Likewise, ‘ethics’, ‘morality’, ‘values’, and ‘norms’ are inherently ambivalent concepts 
for which a definitive, satisfactory definition is near impossible to find. Concepts such 
as these touch upon the normative and epistemological beliefs of people, and their 
precise meaning is continually contested, debated, defined, and redefined (De Graaf, 
2003). Nevertheless, at least some delineation of the main concepts used throughout 
this dissertation is essential to our understanding of ethical leadership. 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it provides a conceptual framework 
and clarifies my position in some of the ongoing conceptual debates on ethics, 
leadership, and ethical leadership. Second, the chapter serves as a framework for 
the development, execution, and interpretation of the subsequent empirical research. 
Chapter 2 specifically answers the first two sub-question of the dissertation: (1) what 
constitutes ethical leadership according to prevailing academic theories and empirical 
research? and (2) what can we anticipate about the expectations that individuals 
have of ethical leadership and their relation to structural characteristics of the work 
environment based on prevailing academic theories and empirical research? The 
chapter first presents a brief outline of concepts such as ‘leadership’, ‘leaders’ and 
‘followers’, ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ that form the foundation of the ethical leadership 

3 Sections of this chapter are based on developmental papers presented at the 2010 ASPA, EGOS, and EGPA 

conferences (Heres, 2010a, b; Heres & Lasthuizen, 2010), the 8th TAD conference (Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012a) 

and the International Workshop on Organizational Justice and Behavioral Ethics (Heres, 2013b). Some sections 

have also appeared in the following publications: Heres (2010c), Heres and Lasthuizen (2012b; 2013) and Chapter 

10 of Lawton, Rayner, and Lasthuizen (2012) of which I was second co-author. For sake of readability, literal quotes 

from these sources are not placed in quotation marks or referenced separately.
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construct. Next, it outlines academic, explicit theories of ethical leadership, reviewing 
extant scholarly definitions and conceptualizations of ethical leadership and 
discussing its respective components in more detail. In paragraph 2.3, it outlines 
the literature on leader categorization and implicit theories of (ethical) leadership that 
provides insights into follower expectations of (ethical) leadership and their relation to 
the social context in which they operate. The main definitions included in the chapter 
are summarized in Table 2.1. The chapter concludes with a brief overview of what is 
to come in the remaining chapters in Part I of the dissertation.

2.2  Explicit Theories of Ethical Leadership

2.2.1 Leadership
Scholars have offered a plethora of definitions of ‘leadership’ over the years (see 
Rost, 1991). Most of these definitions, Yukl (2006: 3) remarks, “reflect the assumption 
that it involves a process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one person over 
other people to guide, structure, and facilitate activities and relationships in a group 
or organization.” Yet, he continues, that is about all these definitions seem to have in 
common: many differences exist between definitions with regard to who exerts the 
influence, the intentions of the influence, how influence is exerted, and the outcomes 
of the attempts to influence. Taking a rather broad perspective on the concept, 
leadership is defined here as “the process of influencing others to understand and 
agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating 
individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives” (Yukl, 2006: 8). While 
this definition is consistent with most contemporary discussions of leadership (Bass 
& Bass, 2008; Rost, 1991) and provides a fair idea of what leadership is essentially 
about, two additional conceptual clarifications should be made.  

First, this book maintains a distinction between leadership and influence. Scholars 
such as Northouse (2010: 2) contend that influence is the sine qua non of leadership: 
there is no leadership without influence. However, following Yukl (2006: 8), the present 
study does not limit the concept of leadership to those processes that are successful at 
influencing others. Rather, how leadership affects outcomes is considered a research 
question that should be empirically established, not one that should be determined a 
priori by how we define the concept (Yukl, 2006). We need sound empirical research 
to determine the extent to which leadership processes actually achieve their intended 
outcomes and we should not assume or create such effects by biasing our concepts 
or measures. In how we operationalize and measure leadership, it is thus essential to 
distinguish between the characteristics and behaviors of the leader on the one hand 

and those of followers on the other: only then can we draw valid conclusions as to how 
leadership may or may not influence follower behavior4. 

Second, there is the distinction between leadership and management. Leadership 
is not necessarily defined by the occupation of a formal position of authority. One can 
be a leader without being a manager or a manager without being a leader (Ciulla, 
1998) as leadership relies more on personal than on positional power (Khuntia & 
Suar, 2004). On the other hand, the concepts of leadership and management do 
show significant overlap: managerial success relies to a large extent on one’s ability 
also to be a leader (Yukl, 2006) and the success of a leader may be fostered by 
the legitimate authority one has as manager and the resources and responsibilities 
attributed to a formal management position (cf. Dineen, Lewicki, & Tomlinson, 2006). 

In this dissertation, the focus is on ethical leadership as it is expected of and 
exerted by managers within organizations. Managers in this respect are those who 
occupy a formal position of authority in an organization and are involved in processes 
of organizing, budgeting, time scheduling, resource allocation, control et cetera. 
Though in theory any member of the organization may assume an ethical leadership 
role, regardless of their formal position in that organization, it is the managers who are 
looked to first when the organization is in need of ethical leadership; they are the ones 
who carry both implicit and explicit responsibility for the (un)ethical conduct within 
the organization and they are the ones who have the formal means and authority to 
set the ethical tone of the organization. As managers’ leadership is primarily – albeit 
not exclusively - geared towards their employees, it is these employees that will be 
taken as the prospective followers in the research. While recognizing the conceptual 
distinction between leadership and management (see also Table 2.1), the terms 
‘leaders’5 and ‘leadership’ are therefore used in reference to those having positional 
power in the organization.

4 Importantly, followers are as central to leadership as leaders are. Followership is defined here as “the acceptance 

of influence from another person or persons without feeling coerced and toward what is perceived to be a 

common purpose” (Stech, 2008: 48-49).

5 It should also be noted that though the processes of leadership and followership are not identical to the terms ‘leader’ 

and ‘follower’, these terms are rather similar in their use. Leadership and followership entail (1) a state or condition 

in which a person may find oneself, and (2) the exhibition or embodiment of the quality or state of leadership or 

followership in a specific context (Stech, 2008: 48-49). The leader or follower then, is the person involved in the process 

of leadership or followership, respectively; they are not the process itself (Stech, 2008: 48). However, as argued by 

Rost: “Although the phenomenon of leadership can and must be distinguishable and definable separately from our 

understanding of what and who leaders are…leadership can only be known and evaluated in the particular   >> 
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2.2.2 Ethics and morality
The concepts ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are often used interchangeably in reference 
to people’s conceptions of right and wrong, just and unjust, good and bad. More 
specifically, both ethics and morality refer to the collection of norms, values, and 
principles that are considered to be supremely authoritative in decision-making and 
action and that appeal to general consent (cf. Beauchamp, 1991; Fijnaut & Huberts, 
2002; Kaptein & Wempe, 2002; Menzel, 2007). As Thompson notes:

“It may be assumed, that there is no important philosophical distinction between 
‘ethics’ and ‘morality’. Both terms denote the principle of right and wrong in 
conduct (or the study of such principles). When we refer to the principles of 
particular professions (e.g., legal ethics or political ethics), ‘ethics’ is the more 
natural term; and when we refer to personal conduct (e.g., sexual morality), 
‘morality’ seems more appropriate. But in their general senses, the terms are 
fundamentally equivalent" (1985 in: Bruce, 2001: 91). 

Some scholars do distinguish morality from ethics and view ethics as something 
occurring at a meta-level. According to this latter view, ethics entails the systematic 
reflection on or study of morality (De Graaf, 2003: 22) and forms a discipline or field 
of study. Still others (e.g., Lawton, 1998; Storr, 2004) regard ethics as a prescriptive 
concept, referring to a set of principles reflecting what people should do and which 
serves as a framework for acting. Morals are descriptive and concerned with how 
and to what extent people live up to ethical standards. In other words, ethics and 
morals are seen as the cognitive and behavioral side of the same coin. 

Although a clear conceptual distinction between ethics and morality seems 
preferable from a purely academic standpoint, it would be untenable for the project 
on hand: consistent application of such a distinction would require the renaming 
of dominant and institutionalized constructs within the field of organizational ethics, 
including ethical leadership (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Treviño et al., 2003; Treviño, 
Hartman, & Brown, 2000) and ethical decision-making (Ford & Richardson, 1994; 
O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005), which are frequently referred to throughout the study. 
To avoid conceptual confusion with vested constructs, ethics and morality and 
their adjectives ethical and moral are thus taken as near synonyms that denote the 

collection of normative judgments that appeals to general consent about what is 
‘right,’ ‘good,’ and ‘just’ and that provides a supremely authoritative framework for 
judgments, decision-making, and action. By way of contrast, at the other end of 
the morality continuum are the antonyms ‘immoral’ and ‘unethical,’ which concern 
the collection of normative judgments that appeal to general consent about what 
is ‘wrong,’ ‘bad,’ and ‘unjust’. Whether something is ethical or unethical, moral or 
immoral is to be judged by the relevant community and is dependent on the context6. 

Moral values and norms are central to our understanding of ethics and morality. 
Arguably, ‘value’ is one of the most essentially contested concepts in academic debates 
(De Graaf, 2003: 22). Yet, as Dose (1997) notes, there does seem to be consensus 
on the idea that values are standards or criteria for choosing goals and/ or guiding 
behavior, and that they are relatively stable. Values are therefore defined as important 
general qualities and standards that have a certain weight in decision-making and 
behavior and that are relatively stable and enduring over time7 (cf. Dose, 1997: 220; 
Van der Wal, 2008: 23). Whether they are of a personal, professional, organizational, 
legal, and/or public interest nature (see Van Wart, 1998), values are key drivers behind 
employee, management and organizational decision-making and behavior in general 
(Posner & Schmidt, 1992), and ethical decision-making and behavior in particular 
(e.g., Akaah & Lund, 1994; Baker, Hunt, & Andrews, 2006; Ferrell & Gresham, 1985; 
Fritzsche, 1995; Fritzsche & Oz, 2007; Hegarty & Sims, 1979). Values largely affect 
behavior through their manifestation in more specific norms, i.e. formal and informal 
regulations prescribing the proper conduct in general as well as specific situations (cf. 
Van der Wal, 2008: 10-11). Norms, more so than values, tell us what to do in a particular 
context and situation. In the study on hand, values and norms refer specifically to 
moral values and norms, i.e. those that make a clear reference to ‘right’ and wrong’.  

6 Two important remarks must be made with respect to the definition of ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’. First, not every 

judgment concerning right and wrong, bad or good, just or unjust, is always a moral judgment. Consistent with 

the idea that ethics and morality are to be supremely authoritative over other normative judgments (Beauchamp, 

1991: 16), Kaptein and Wempe suggest that moral judgments always involve the fundamental interests of other 

individuals (Kaptein & Wempe, 2002). When the object of concern is not judged as particularly moral or immoral, 

i.e. when the normative judgment does not involve such fundamental interests of others, it may therefore be 

termed amoral. A second remark concerns the object of the moral judgment. While some scholars conceive 

of ethics and morals as an attribute of conduct (cf. Thompson in the aforementioned quote), this study takes a 

broader perspective in which a moral judgment can bear upon more than just behavior. Decisions, institutions, 

organizations, policies, individuals, and many more ‘objects’ may be judged to be more or less ethical (Kaptein & 

Wempe, 2002: 40-42).

7 As opposed to attitudes, values do not correspond to specific objects or situations (Huberts, 2014). Values are 

considered latent constructs (Dose, 1997) that can only be observed through their manifestation in attitudes, 

preferences, decision-making, and action (Klenke, 2005).

<<  instantiation  of a leader doing a job. In other words, even though the terms “leadership” and “leader” are not strictly 

synonymous, the reality of leadership cannot be separated from the person of the leader and the job of leadership” 

(Rost, 2008: 54). Consequently, while the focus of the dissertation is on the leadership process rather than the 

mere person of the leader, the terms ‘leadership’ and ‘leader,’ and similarly ‘followership’ and ‘follower,’ will be used 

interchangeably throughout.
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Table 2.1  Definition of key concepts

CONCEPT DEFINITION

Leadership The process of influencing others to understand and agree about what 
needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual 
and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives (Yukl, 2006: 8) 

Management The occupation of a formal position of authority within an organization, 
which involves processes of organizing, budgeting, time scheduling, 
resource allocation, control, et cetera

Ethics/ Morality The collection of normative judgments that appeals to general consent 
about what is ‘right,’ ‘good,’ and ‘just’ and that provides a supremely 
authoritative framework for judgments, decision-making, and action (cf. 
Beauchamp, 1991; Fijnaut & Huberts, 2002; Kaptein & Wempe, 2002; 
Menzel, 2007)

Values Important general qualities and standards that have a certain weight in 
decision-making and behavior, and that are relatively stable and enduring 
over time (cf. Dose, 1997; Van der Wal, 2008)

Norms Formal or informal regulations prescribing the proper conduct in general 
as well as specific situations (cf. Van der Wal, 2008)

Ethical decision-making 
and behavior

The processes and outcomes of decision-making and behavior which are 
in accordance with the moral values and norms that are considered valid 
and relevant within the context in which the actor operates (cf. Six et al., 
2007)

Unethical decision-
making and behavior

The processes and outcomes of decision-making and behavior which 
violate the moral values and norms that are considered valid and relevant 
within the context in which the actor operates (cf. Lasthuizen et al., 2011; 
Six et al., 2007)

Moral dilemma A situation in which the moral values and norms that are valid and relevant 
in the context in which an actor operates conflict with one another and the 
‘right’ decision or action is not immediately agreed upon by the different 
stakeholders involved

Ethical leadership The character, decision-making, and behavior that a leader demonstrates 
to motivate others to make decisions and behave in accordance with 
relevant moral values and norms

Implicit leadership 
theories (ILT or 
leadership prototypes)

The assumptions, beliefs, and expectations that individuals have about the 
characteristics and behaviors that ‘leaders’ and ‘leadership’ entail (cf. Den 
Hartog et al., 1999; Eden & Leviatan, 1975; Offermann, Hanges, & Day, 
2001; Schyns & Meindl, 2005)

Implicit ethical 
leadership theories 
(IELT)

The assumptions, beliefs, and expectations that individuals have about 
the characteristics and behaviors that ‘ethical leaders’ and ‘ethical 
leadership’ entail 

Ethical decision-making and behavior can subsequently be defined as those 
processes and outcomes of decision-making and behavior which are in accordance 
with the moral values and norms that are considered valid and relevant within the 
context in which the actor operates (see also Six, Bakker, & Huberts, 2007). Accordingly, 
a moral dilemma is a situation in which the moral values and norms that are valid and 
relevant in the context in which the actor operates conflict with one another and the 
‘right’ decision or action is not immediately agreed upon by the different stakeholders 
involved. The process of ethical decision-making is generally described as consisting 
of four stages (Rest, 1986): (1) ethical sensitivity or awareness, i.e. the recognition of 
the moral nature of a decision, act, or situation; (2) ethical judgment or reasoning, in 
which the actor weighs conflicting values and interests and multiple alternatives and 
consequences against one another and makes a decision for one of the available 
options; (3) establishing the intent to act in an ethical manner, and (4) engagement in 
ethical behavior (see also Ferrell & Gresham, 1985; Hunt & Vitell, 1986; Jones, 1991). 

The final outcome of ethical decision-making, i.e. ethical behavior, is seldom further 
specified or categorized. Rather, what entails ‘ethical behavior’ is more commonly 
understood by looking at what it is not - unethical behavior, or those decision-making 
processes and behaviors that violate the valid and relevant moral values and norms 
in a particular context. Lasthuizen, Huberts and Heres (2011) distinguish ten main 
types of unethical behaviors: (1) corruption – bribing; (2) corruption - favoritism; (3) 
fraud and theft; (4) conflict of interest through gifts; (5) conflict of interest through 
jobs; (6) improper use of authority; (7) misuse and manipulation of information; (8) 
discrimination, indecent treatment, and sexual harassment; (9) waste and abuse of 
organizational resources, and; (10) private time misconduct. Ethical leadership, as we 
will see below, is intended not only to prevent such types of unethical behavior but 
also to improve the quality of ethical decision-making processes in a more positive 
sense by raising the ethical awareness and moral judgment of followers and setting 
high ethical standards for them to uphold. 

2.2.3 Ethical leadership: From moral person to moral manager
Conceptions of ethical leadership changed considerably over the last decade. Initially, 
discussions of leadership and ethics focused solely on the leader him or herself: it 
was the moral nature of one’s character, motivation, decisions, influence strategies, 
and goals that defined a person’s ethical leadership (e.g., Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; 
Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). In contrast, contemporary perspectives place more 
emphasis on the leadership side of the phenomenon and argue that ethical leadership 
entails much more than the personal ethics of a leader. Being perceived as a moral 
person may be necessary, but is probably insufficient for effective ethical leadership. 
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More recently, scholars have also begun to explore the mechanisms (Neubert, Wu, 
& Roberts, 2013; Newman, Kiazad, Miao, & Cooper, forthcoming; Schaubroeck 
et al., 2012; Walumbwa et al., 2012; Zhang, Walumbwa, Aryee, & Chen, 2013) 
and antecedents of ethical leadership (Brown & Treviño; Jordan, Brown, Treviño, 
& Finkelstein, 2013; Mayer et al., 2012), as well as the impact of social context on 
the effectiveness of ethical leadership (Kacmar, Andrews, Harris, & Tepper, 2013; 
Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De Hoogh, 2013a). 

While Brown et al.’s definition of ethical leadership is widely adopted (e.g., Avey, 
Palanski, & Walumbwa, 2010; Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2010; Walumbwa 
& Schaubroeck, 2009) and has enabled great theoretical and empirical progress, 
several scholars point out that some conceptual issues with the ethical leadership 
construct remain. It is important to address three such issues regarding the construct’s 
conceptualization and measurement here. The first issue pertains to the scope or 
comprehensiveness of ‘ethical leadership’: where does ‘normal’, effective leadership 
end and ethical leadership begin? Kalshoven and colleagues (2011) for instance, 
proposed a conceptualization of ethical leadership that includes a wider range of 
leader behaviors than those proposed by Brown et al. (2005). Specifically, Kalshoven 
et al.’s conceptualization includes behaviors that they consider characteristic but 
not necessarily unique to ethical leadership, such as power-sharing, concern for 
sustainability, and role clarification. Yukl and colleagues (2013), on the other hand, 
argue that scholars should focus exclusively on those behaviors that are distinctive 
of ethical leadership: (a) honesty and integrity, (b) behavior intended to communicate 
or enforce ethical standards, (c) fairness in decisions and the distribution of rewards, 
and (d) behavior that shows kindness, compassion, and concern for the needs 
and feelings of others. Likewise, Lasthuizen and colleagues (Huberts et al., 2007; 
Lasthuizen, 2008) and Mayer et al. (2012) distinguish the unique aspects of ethical 
leadership from those which overlap more general constructs such as organizational 
leadership and interactional justice. 

Both broad and narrow conceptualizations of ethical leadership have their 
merits. On the one hand, if one wishes to assess the unique contribution of explicit 
ethics-focused leader behaviors to individual, group, and organizational ethics 
and effectiveness, then a clear conceptual and operational distinction between 
different leadership styles is essential. Only by maintaining a clear distinction 
between general organizational leadership behaviors and ethical leadership, can 
we reliably determine whether it pays off to make ethics salient in the organization 
and, for example, to communicate explicitly about the moral implications of the 
decisions that the organization makes. On the other hand, for studies that aim to 
provide a valid, comprehensive representation of how practitioners themselves 

After all, the leader’s moral conduct tells followers what the leader does or will do, not 
what the leader expects them to do (Treviño & Brown, 2004). Empirical, descriptive 
social science conceptualizations of ethical leadership therefore emphasize both 
leaders’ personal qualities, decisions, and behaviors and their efforts to actively 
cultivate ethical decision-making and behavior among followers (Brown et al., 2005; 
Huberts et al., 2007; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013).

By far the most influential conceptualization to date is that of Brown, Treviño, 
and Harrison, who define ethical leadership as “the demonstration of normatively 
appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, 
and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, 
reinforcement, and decision-making” (2005: 120). This definition was the first to 
explicitly address both dimensions of ethical leadership, or what Brown and his 
colleagues refer to as the moral person and moral manager components of ethical 
leadership (see Treviño et al., 2000). The ‘moral person’ component here includes 
the personal qualities and characteristics of a leader as well as the moral nature of 
their own decision-making and behavior. The ‘moral manager’ component, on the 
other hand, involves fostering ethical behavior among others using (a) role modeling 
ethical behavior, (b) disciplining behavior, and (c) communication about ethics 
(Brown & Treviño, 2006; Brown et al., 2005; Treviño et al., 2003). It is this explicit and 
exclusive focus on fostering ethics via transactional moral management efforts that 
distinguishes ethical leadership from other, more general leadership styles8. 

Brown, Treviño et al.’s (2003; 2000) work on ethical leadership has proven to 
be a catalyst for scholarly research on ethical leadership, which is now starting to 
develop into an extensive and mature body of knowledge of its own. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, substantial empirical work has been done over recent years, highlighting 
the many positive effects that ethical leadership has within organizational contexts. 
Among other things, ethical leadership has been shown to limit unethical and deviant 
behavior (Lasthuizen, 2008; Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012; Mayer et 
al., 2009), foster ethical decision-making (Steinbauer, Renn, Taylor, & Njoroge, 2014), 
and improve the well-being (Avey et al., 2012; Beeri, Dayan, Vigoda-Gadot, & Werner, 
2013) and performance of followers (Walumbwa et al., 2011; Walumbwa et al., 2012). 

8 Ethical leadership falls under the umbrella of positive forms of leadership. As such, its conceptualization overlaps 

with other leadership styles such as transformational (Bass, 1990), authentic (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; May, 

Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 2003) and servant leadership (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Greenleaf, 1977; Sendjaya, 

Sarros, & Santora, 2008). While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to provide an extensive discussion 

of the similarities and differences, multiple studies indicate that its exclusive focus on ethics and especially its 

transactional efforts to proactively manage ethics distinguish ethical leadership both conceptually and empirically 

from other leadership approaches (Brown & Treviño, 2006).
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understand, give meaning to, and enact ethical leadership a broader perspective 
seems preferable. The distinction between ‘general’ leadership behaviors and ethical 
leadership behaviors is not as clear-cut in practice as it appears in theory. Narrow 
conceptualizations are therefore unlikely to capture the breadth of information that 
shape people’s assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of ethical leadership (cf. 
Moorman, Darnold, Priesemuth, & Dunn, 2012) and their subsequent observations 
and perceptions of actual behavior. Hence, limiting one’s focus to the characteristics 
and behaviors that we a priori define as being unique to ethical leadership may result 
in an incomplete understanding of what ethical leadership entails to practitioners and 
which characteristics and behaviors are needed for ethical leaders to be recognized 
and acknowledged as such. In conclusion, the comprehensiveness of one’s ethical 
leadership conceptualization should depend upon the aims of the research in 
question. In the interest of accumulation of knowledge, broader conceptualizations 
however, should include the full range of unique ethical leadership behaviors, such 
that the narrower conceptualizations are always nested in the broader ones.  

A second issue with ethical leadership conceptualizations is the vagueness 
surrounding the standards for “normatively appropriate behavior” to which an ethical 
leader should adhere (Eisenbeiss, 2012). In order to avoid ethical relativism, scholars 
such as Eisenbeiss (2012; see also Giessner & Van Quaquebeke, 2010; Tenbrunsel 
& Smith-Crowe, 2008) believe further specification of the relevant norms for ethical 
leadership is essential. Indeed, identifying a basic set of normative principles is 
crucial to giving more substantive meaning to ‘ethical leadership’ and to clarifying 
that the moral standards for ethical leadership are not a matter of “anything goes” 
and “it depends”. However, despite the useful insights offered by Eisenbeiss (2012), 
a universalistic set of normative principles formulated by the academic community is 
unlikely to offer much guidance to leaders in specific situations, as these will always 
be open to interpretation. Moreover, whether something constitutes “normatively 
appropriate behavior” is ultimately judged by those who form the (national and 
international) social context in which the actor operates. It follows that it is this context, 
not the norms for behavior themselves, that scholars should try to demarcate more 
clearly by identifying the actors whose norms andvalues set the moral standards for 
ethical leadership9. More specifically, whether a leader may be said to demonstrate 
“normatively appropriate behavior” depends not only on the organization’s own moral 

9 Admittedly, while the scientific community cannot itself provide ethical guidelines of course it can evaluate the moral 

guidelines of society, organizations, etc. and examine how they are used in specific contexts to judge behavior. This 

in turn may be used to formulate a (tentative) minimum set of moral values and norms, e.g. in terms of the most basic 

human rights. Given the sheer scale of such a task however, this study will focus solely on the characteristics >>

norms and values, but on the collection of norms and values held by its primary as well 
as its secondary stakeholders, e.g. its suppliers, its clients, the sector, and, ultimately, 
the (international) society at large (cf. Six et al., 2007). In the words of Six et al. (2007: 
187): “Different stakeholders pose different demands on firms, together shaping the 
set of relevant moral values and norms for judging a corporate leader’s integrity”. 
In line with this, the present dissertation considers ethical leadership a necessarily 
dynamic construct, for which the moral standards may vary in both timeframe and 
entity (i.e., organization or group) under consideration (cf. Hunter, 2012) as these 
standards are defined by varying sets of primary and secondary stakeholders. 

The third and final issue concerns the dimensional nature of ethical leadership. 
While Brown et al.’s (2005) conceptualization of ethical leadership implies a two-
dimensional structure (i.e., the moral person and the moral manager), measures 
used to operationalize ethical leadership are often one-dimensional (Brown et al., 
2005; Mayer et al., 2012; Yukl et al., 2013). These one-dimensional scales have been 
validated, are economical and easy to administer. However, not all studies have 
been able to reproduce the one-dimensional structure and some suggest that a 
multidimensional conceptualization and measure is more appropriate (e.g., Kalshoven 
et al., 2011; Lasthuizen, 2008). Unlike one-dimensional scales, multidimensional 
measures of ethical leadership enable a more detailed assessment of how such 
leadership is enacted in practice. What’s more, these multidimensional measures 
have the potential to show the relative importance of the different sets of ethical 
leader characteristics and behaviors in curbing different types of unethical behaviors 
and fostering different types of positive organizational behaviors (e.g., Huberts et 
al., 2007; Lasthuizen, 2008). Again, whether a one-dimensional or multidimensional 
measure of ethical leadership is most appropriate will depend on the aim of the 
research in question, as well as on more pragmatic issues such as available space 
and time. However, as we move towards a more developed body of knowledge 
on ethical leadership, in-depth studies using multidimensional models of ethical 
leadership seem particularly valuable. 

One of the main purposes of this dissertation is to explore the assumptions, 
beliefs, and expectations that individuals themselves have of ethical leadership. 
That is, it examines whether individuals themselves believe ethical leadership should 
include explicit communication about ethics or strict reinforcement, and whether they 
ascribe certain personal characteristics to ethical leaders. Therefore the study does 
not provide a set of specific characteristics or behaviors to which ethical leaders 

<< and behaviors that individuals associate with ethical leadership as a process of fostering adherence to societal 

and organizational moral guidelines, not the content of these moral guidelines themselves.  
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Table 2.2  Characteristics and behaviors associated with ethical leadership

ETHICAL LEADERSHIP

MORAL PERSON MORAL MANAGER

Personal attributes and traits Role modeling

 · Moral character, values, and virtues
 · Concern for 'doing the right thing', justice,      
and fairness
 · Honesty
 · Integrity
 · Trustworthiness
 · Reliability
 · Transparency
 · Conscientiousness
 · Moral courage
 · Authenticity
 · Charisma
 · Vision

 · Visible, salient and distinctive modeling  
of ethical behavior
 · Intentional or unintential modeling
 · Exercised formally or informally
 · Avoidance of conflicting signals or  
negative role-modeling
 · No moral exceptions for the leader

Reinforcement

 · Accountability, punishments and  
rewards for moral behavior
 · Formal and /or informal sanctions
 · Material and / or immaterial sanctions
 · Fair and balanced amount of authority
 · Symbolic function for other followers 
(vicarious learning)
 · Explanation and justification of sanctions

Ethical decision-making and behavior Communication about ethics

 · Adherence to moral values and norms
 · Recognition of moral nature of decisions, 
actions, and situations
 · Reflection on moral implications of means 
and ends
 · Consideration of multiple perspectives and 
stakeholder interests
 · Consideration for short and long term 
consequences
 · Concern for others' well-being
 · Concern for the common good
 · Concern for responsibility and sustainability
 · Consistency, coherence, and constancy
 · Fair,  just and caring treatment of followers
 · Trust, respect, loyalty, & openness towards 
followers
 · Approachable, empathic and 
understanding stance towards followers

 · Discussion of own ethical decision- 
making processes
 · Explication of the moral implications of 
decisions, actions,  and situations
 · Clarification of norms, expectations  
and responsibilities
 · Formulation of positive ethical expectations
 · Explication of task contribution to socially 
responsible goals
 · Ethical guidance and feedback in case  
of moral dilemmas and transgressions
 · Open dialogue about the  moral values  
and norms of the group

Empowerment

 · Involvement of followers in decision-making
 · Stimulation of independent critical thinking 
and voicing of  concerns
 · Expression of confidence in followers
 · Realistic and motivational goal setting
 · Individual attention, coaching and 
opportunities for personal development
 · Psychological safety and security

should adhere: instead, it defines ethical leadership fairly broadly as the character, 
decision-making, and behavior that a leader demonstrates to motivate followers to 
make decisions and behave in accordance with relevant moral values and norms 
(see Table 2.1). Within the boundaries of this broad definition, different perspectives 
on which characteristics, behaviors, and normative principles are required for ethical 
leadership, or different “prototypes” of the ideal ethical leader, may emerge. 

To provide a general framework with which the empirical research on follower 
expectations of ethical leadership can be compared, the next section will discuss 
which characteristics and behaviors academic theories and previous empirical studies 
have associated with ethical leadership. This overview of the literature is organized 
into the two main components that underlie most contemporary conceptualizations 
of ethical leadership: the moral person and moral manager (cf. Treviño et al., 2000). 
An overview of the characteristics and behaviors associated with ethical leadership 
in academic literature is presented in Table 2.2. 

Being a moral person
Most scholars argue that being a moral person is crucial to being an ethical leader 
(e.g., Kalshoven et al., 2011; Kaptein, 2003; Treviño et al., 2003). Ethical leaders should 
exhibit strong moral character (Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Jurkiewicz, 2006; Wright 
& Quick, 2011) and a firmly held set of moral values that are highly principled and 
concerned with doing the right thing (Storr, 2004; Treviño et al., 2000; Van Wart, 2005). 
In line with this, empirical studies show that people indeed associate ethical leadership 
with a plethora of moral traits and virtues, including honesty, integrity, trustworthiness, 
reliability, transparency, conscientiousness, and concern for justice and fairness 
(Brown et al., 2005; Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Eisenbeiss & Brodbeck, 2014; 
Frisch & Huppenbauer, 2014; Moorman & Grover, 2009; Neubert, Carlson, Kacmar, 
Roberts, & Chonko, 2009; Resick et al., 2011; Treviño et al., 2003; Yukl et al., 2013). 
Moreover, studies suggest that ethical leaders are expected to demonstrate the moral 
courage to uphold moral values even in the face of significant external pressures, 
adversity, or risks (Resick et al., 2011; Treviño et al., 2003; Yukl et al., 2013). 

There are conflicting theoretical perspectives and mixed empirical findings on 
whether or not ethical leaders need to be authentic moral persons, though (e.g., 
Brown & Treviño, 2006; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012; Eisenbeiss & Brodbeck, 2014; 
Kaptein, 2003; Resick et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). In their initial conceptualization of 
ethical leadership, Treviño, Brown and colleagues (Treviño et al., 2003; Treviño et al., 
2000) noted that ethical leaders who are moral managers, but not moral persons are 
likely perceived as ‘hypocritical’ and may not be as effective in fostering organizational 
ethics. Later on, however, Brown and Treviño (2006) argued that authenticity is not an 
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approachable, understanding, empathic, loyal, and open towards followers, their 
followers feel safer and have greater trust in the leader and therefore reciprocate with 
positive (ethical) behaviors and refrain from behavior that is detrimental to the leader or 
the group (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Eisenbeiss & Brodbeck, 2014; Hansen et al., 
2013; Hassan, Mahsud, Yukl, & Prussia, 2013; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Mahsud, Yukl, & 
Prussia, 2010; Mayer et al., 2009; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009; Yukl et al., 2013). 

Scholars recently suggested that social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 
Tajfel, 1982) may also help understand how ethical leaders form strong, positive 
relationships with their followers. Specifically, they argue that because ethical leaders 
are fair, just, and caring towards their followers, these followers are more likely to 
identify themselves more with the leader and become more emotionally attached 
(Brown et al., 2005; Neubert et al., 2009; Thiel, Bagdasarov, Harkrider, Johnson, 
& Mumford, 2012). This heightens the leader’s moral authority, making followers 
more inclined to emulate the leader’s ethical behavior and refrain from misbehavior 
(Brown et al., 2005; De Schrijver, Delbeke, Maesschalck, & Pleysier, 2010; Neubert 
et al., 2009). In summary, to the extent that the leader’s ethical decision-making and 
behavior directly involves his or her treatment of followers, such decision-making and 
behavior is not merely an aspect of the ‘moral person’. Rather, it seems to be the very 
foundation that connects the ‘moral person’ and the ‘moral manager’ components 
of ethical leadership.

The above gives an image of the ethical leader as an almost heroic figure, one that 
is –as the saying goes- more virtuous than the pope himself. Such a characterization 
of the ethical leader raises two important issues that currently remain unresolved. 
First, the precise nature of the various characteristics and their relative importance 
to ethical leadership is not always clear. Is having a people-orientation for instance, 
truly necessary or is it merely a contributory factor to ethical leadership? Is it possible 
for a leader to be less people-oriented and still acquire a good reputation for ethical 
leadership? What about a leader who has failed to show moral courage when put 
under great pressure: would he still be able to maintain a reputation for ethical 
leadership? Indeed, it seems some aspects may be more important than others in 
shaping follower perceptions of the leader as a moral person. Second, one could 
question whether the moral person, as is characterized in the academic literature, 
sets a realistic expectation for leaders in practice: for example, a leader’s daily reality 
may be so complex, pressed for time, and demanding that a thorough deliberation 
of all the decision alternatives, moral implications and stakeholder interests is simply 
impossible. Even more so, followers might still consider their leaders to be moral 
persons even if they sometimes make mistakes in their ethical decision-making or 
fail to stand up against injustice at the expense of themselves or the organization. 

inherent part of the ethical leadership construct. Furthermore, a recent study by Den 
Hartog and Belschak (2012) suggests inauthentic ethical leadership can have similar 
motivational effects on followers as authentic ethical leadership. In other words, while 
ethical leaders should be perceived as moral persons (and thus demonstrate moral 
character), they do not actually have to be moral persons to foster follower ethical 
decision-making and behavior. Whether or not ethical leadership inherently comprises 
the authenticity of the leader thus remains a matter of perspective and definition. In a 
similar vein, while some studies suggest ethical leadership should be charismatic and 
have a clear, inspiring vision of the goals and future of the organization (Eisenbeiss & 
Brodbeck, 2014; Kaptein, 2003; Marsh, 2013), others suggest ethical leaders actually 
do not have to be particularly charismatic or visionary (Treviño et al., 2003). 

Whether it is consistent with the authentic self or not, being an ethical leader by 
definition entails making ethical decisions and demonstrating normatively appropriate 
behavior (Brown et al., 2005). Ethical decision-making, as it has been stressed by 
both scholars and practitioners themselves, requires ethical leaders to recognize and 
reflect on the moral implications of their decisions and actions, the end goals they set, 
and the means they use to achieve these goals (Eisenbeiss, 2012; Murphy & Enderle, 
1995; Resick et al., 2011; Treviño et al., 2003; Van Wart, 2005). The leader must look 
critically at an issue from numerous perspectives and take into consideration both 
the short andlong-term consequences that decisions could have for all stakeholders 
(Dobel, 1999; Frisch & Huppenbauer, 2014; Resick et al., 2011). Empirical studies 
also reveal that ethical leaders’ decisions and actions indicate an interest in others’ 
well being, the broader common good, responsibility and sustainability (Eisenbeiss 
& Brodbeck, 2014; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Resick et al., 2011; Treviño et al., 2003). 
Additionally, scholars argue that ethical leaders should remain highly consistent, 
coherent, and constant in their decision-making and behavior (Dineen et al., 2006; 
Kaptein, 2003; Yukl et al., 2013). 

Leaders’ ethical decision-making and behavior almost inevitably affect their 
relationship with followers and subsequently determines their ability to shape followers’ 
ethical decision-making and behavior. Consistent with social exchange theory (Blau, 
1964) and the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960: 171), studies found that when a 
leader does something beneficial for followers, the relational attachment between 
leaders and followers is strengthened (Popper & Mayseless, 2003), and followers feel 
more obligated to reciprocate positive behaviors (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). In 
other words, “people respond to other people’s behaviors by paying them in kind” 
(Piccolo, Greenbaum, & Eissa, 2012). Such positive socio-emotional exchanges and 
a high quality leader-follower relationship are also important for ethical leadership: 
research consistently shows that because ethical leaders are honest, fair, respectful, 
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exercised formally or informally, followers have a tendency to align their ethical 
orientations with those of their leaders. Leaders’ decision-making and behavior give 
strong moral cues to followers (Cooper, 2006; Menzel, 2007) and set the ethical 
tone of an organization (Grojean, Resick, Dickson, & Smith, 2004). Importantly 
however, social learning theory reasons that ethical role modeling is more than merely 
‘being a moral person’: role modeling entails making one’s ethical decisions and 
actions sufficiently visible and salient so that they are noticed by followers “against 
an organizational backdrop that is often ethically neutral at best” (Brown & Treviño, 
2006: 597). In other words, to be considered ethical role models, leaders must make 
sure that their ethical decisions and conduct are distinctive, consistent, and prevalent 
enough to stand out and be noticed among ‘normal’ leadership behaviors (Bandura, 
1986; Brown et al., 2005). 

As ethical role models, it is important that leaders do not send out negative or 
conflicting messages. Several studies suggest that people in formal leadership 
positions are much more likely to lower the ethical standards of their subordinates 
than elevate them (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Jurkiewicz & Nichols, 2002; 
Jurkiewicz & Thompson, 1999). This is not just because leaders directly exert pressure 
on subordinates to compromise their personal ethical standards (Soutar, McNeil, & 
Molster, 1994), but also because they engage in behavior that these subordinates 
perceive as questionable (O’Connell & Bligh, 2009; Treviño et al., 2000). Often, the 
details of the situation and the intent behind the behavior are of little relevance: “[people] 
are generally not aware of our intent. They see the actions and make inferences based 
upon them” (Treviño et al., 2000: 134). Furthermore, scholars caution that leaders 
should not to make moral exceptions for themselves, even if they feel that these are 
justified by virtue of their leadership position (Price, 2004). Moral exceptions may 
not only be perceived as hypocritical and inconsistent, but their distinctiveness from 
‘normal’ conforming behavior and their seemingly positive outcomes also makes 
them more likely to draw attention and be emulated by followers. Consequently, moral 
exceptions may eventually become adopted as new norms for acceptable behavior 
(Cooper, 2006; Van Wart, 2005; Weaver, Treviño, & Agle, 2005). 

Reinforcement behaviors. A second set of behaviors that scholars generally 
consider key to being a ‘moral manager’ is holding people accountable for their 
moral conduct and consistently reinforcing ethical standards, rules, and regulations 
through reward and discipline (Brown et al., 2005; Treviño et al., 2003; Yukl et al., 
2013). The underlying rationale, as derived from both social learning (Bandura, 1977, 
1986) and deterrence theory (e.g., Pratt, Cullen, Blevins, Daigle, & Madensen, 2006), 
is fairly straightforward: people are more likely to refrain from unethical behavior when 

Until recently, few scholars included personal responsibility and accountability for 
mistakes as an explicit element of ethical leadership (see however, Yukl et al., 2013).  

Being a moral manager
Academic theories of ethical leadership note that to obtain a reputation for ethical 
leadership, more is required of the leader than merely being a moral person: the leader 
must also be a ‘moral manager’ who places ethics at the forefront of the leadership 
agenda in ways that stand out from everyday business (cf. Brown et al., 2005; Treviño 
et al., 2003; Treviño et al., 2000). Arguably, leaders that lack this ‘moral management’ 
component will not be perceived as clearly ethical and hence regarded as ethically 
neutral or even unethical leaders (Treviño et al., 2000; Van Wart, 2005). As a result, 
Treviño and colleagues argue, employees may come to believe that the bottom line 
or the success of the organization is the only value that should guide their decisions 
and that the leader cares more about himself and short-term successes than about 
the long-term interests of the organization and its stakeholders (Treviño et al., 2000). 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, it is the ‘moral management’ component of 
ethical leadership that distinguishes it both conceptually and empirically from other 
leadership styles (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Lasthuizen, 2008; Mayer et al., 2012; Yukl 
et al., 2013). The literature specifically identifies four types of behavior that comprise 
to the ‘moral manager’ component of ethical leadership - ethical role modeling, 
reinforcement behaviors, communication about ethics, values, norms and roles, 
and empowerment of followers (Brown et al., 2005; De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; 
Kalshoven et al., 2011). In applying these behaviors, ethical leaders should seek a 
balance between compliance and integrity approaches to fostering ethical decision-
making and behavior (Cooper, 2006; Maesschalck, 2004; Paine, 1994). 

Ethical role modeling. Without exception, scholars emphasize “leading by example” 
and ethical role modeling as critical factors in ethical leadership (e.g., Lasthuizen, 
2008; Menzel, 2007; Treviño et al., 1999; Yukl et al., 2013). Drawing on social learning 
theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986), scholars posit that much of our ethical behavior is 
learned as we watch the behavior of significant others and imitate modeled behavior 
that is shown to have desirable outcomes (Brown et al., 2005). Most adults are not 
ethically self-sufficient and look to significant others for ethical guidance (Brown & 
Treviño, 2014; Kohlberg, 1969; Treviño, 1986). Empirical studies show that within 
organizations their prestige, status, and power makes leaders particularly attractive 
and influential role models (Brown et al., 2005), especially when the leader is rather 
close to his followers and frequently interacts with them (Brown & Treviño, 2014). Thus, 
as Jurkiewicz (2006: 247) notes, whether the influence is intentional or unintentional, 
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by the leader and peers can be more effective than formal ones (Treviño, 1992). 
Especially positive, informal reinforcement behaviors such as recognition, trust, 
respect, increased discretion, autonomy and status, can be powerful incentives for 
followers to engage in ethical conduct (Grojean et al., 2004). Formal rewards and 
punishments are hence best reserved for the “less frequent, more dramatic, and 
identifiable instances of ethical courage” (Cooper, 2006: 210). 

Communication about ethics. In most contemporary conceptualizations of ethical 
leadership explicit communication about ethics and values also plays an important 
role (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). Leaders who 
make ethics explicit, salient, and evident in communications with followers are shown 
to enhance their reputation for ethical leadership (O’Connell & Bligh, 2009; Treviño et 
al., 2000) and more effectively foster ethical decision-making and behavior (Brown et 
al., 2005). Conversely, scholars warn, leaders who do not engage in explicit discussion 
of ethics risk being perceived as “morally mute” (Bird & Waters, 1989; Menzel, 2007) or 
“ethically neutral” at best (Treviño et al., 2000). Furthermore, proactive communication 
about ethics has important role modeling and reinforcement functions as well. 
For instance, by talking about ethics-related issues, leaders show that it is safe, 
acceptable, and even encouraged to come forward with doubts, moral dilemmas and 
reports of unethical behavior (Driscoll & McKee, 2007). The various dimensions of 
ethical leadership are thus closely intertwined and overlap to some extent. 

Communication about ethics entails more than simply telling followers what (not) to 
do (Brown, 2007). Drawing on theoretical insights as well as empirical findings, ethical 
leadership is said to include highlighting the ethical dimension of specific decisions, 
tasks, and situations (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Enderle, 1987), clarifying norms, 
expectations, and responsibilities (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Kalshoven et al., 
2011; Lamboo et al., 2008; Yukl et al., 2013), providing guidance on the appropriate 
course of action (Grojean et al., 2004; Van den Akker et al., 2009), formulating positive 
ethical expectations (Brown, 2007), explicating how tasks contribute to achieving 
socially responsible goals (Piccolo, Greenbaum, Den Hartog, & Folger, 2010), and 
giving constructive feedback to followers about their (un)ethical conduct (Grojean et 
al., 2004). In addition, scholars suggest that ethical leaders make ethics salient by 
being transparent about their own decision-making processes. This includes publicly 
sharing information about the alternatives considered, the respective implications 
these alternatives would have, the process of decision-making, and the principles and 
justifications behind the final decision made (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Treviño et 
al., 2003; Van Wart, 2005). Finally, scholars stress that ethical leaders should actively 
listen and engage followers in a dialogue on ethics, so as to inspire them to view issues 

that behavior will result in punishment, especially when the punishment outweighs 
the benefits of engaging in unethical behavior (Ball, Treviño, & Sims, 1994; Kaptein 
& Wempe, 2002; Treviño, 1992). If unethical behavior –intentionally or not - is left 
unpunished, or condoned, facilitated, or even rewarded it will be perceived as 
acceptable behavior, and it is much more likely to continue in the future (Ashforth 
& Anand, 2003). Conversely, researchers found empirical support for the idea that 
rewarding behavior that supports and upholds ethical standards fosters ethical 
decision-making and behavior and helps create a stronger ethical culture (Grojean et 
al., 2004; Treviño & Youngblood, 1990). 

Importantly, it is not just the person being rewarded or punished who learns from 
the ethical leaders’ reinforcement, but reinforcement is shown to have a broader 
symbolic function as followers pay close attention to the behaviors that leaders 
reward and discipline – even when they are not themselves involved (Brown et al., 
2005; Cooper, 2006; Lamboo, Lasthuizen, & Huberts, 2008; Mayer et al., 2009; 
Treviño, 1992). By applying a fair and balanced amount of authority in each situation 
and making their sanctioning visible to all followers, ethical leaders may prevent 
resentment and cynicism and at the same time send a clear message that ethical 
lapses are not tolerated (Ball et al., 1994; Johnson, 2005; Treviño et al., 2003). 
Research also suggests that leaders can benefit from explicitly informing other 
followers of incidents that have occurred, emphasizing the constructive and just 
features of the punishments given and explaining and justifying the measures taken 
(Ball et al., 1994; Treviño, 1992). As Treviño (1992) notes, this allows for vicarious 
learning to occur in the broader organizational community. Additionally, Treviño and 
colleagues consider it a necessary means to “uphold […] the value of conformity to 
shared norms and maintain the perception that the organization is a just place where 
wrongdoers are held accountable for their actions” (Treviño et al., 1999: 139). 

However, some scholars argue against an overreliance on formal punishment and 
rewards. First, as Roberts (2009) and Paine (1994) argue, a strong focus on rules 
and compliance can inhibit the moral imagination of followers, lower their ethical 
expectations, and provide them with a justification for not considering independently 
the broader moral implications of their behavior or that of the organization. Indeed, 
Baucus and Beck-Dudley (2005) show that too much emphasis on punishment 
and rewards lowers the level of moral reasoning used by followers. Other empirical 
studies similarly suggest that too much emphasis on formal, material benefits might 
lead people to lose sight of the intrinsic value of ethical behavior as they focus more 
and more on the rewarding of such behavior (cf. Bartol & Locke, 2000). Second, 
it seems near impossible to measure ethical conduct systematically under routine 
conditions (Cooper, 2006). Third and last, studies show that informal reinforcements 
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2.3.1 Leader categorization theory and implicit leadership theories
Building on insights from cognitive categorization and information processing theories 
(cf. Rosch, 1978; Shaw, 1990), leader categorization theory posits that follower 
perceptions of leadership may be formed through one of two processes: it can 
be recognized from the characteristics and behaviors exhibited by a target person 
or it can be inferred from the outcomes of relevant, observed events (Lord, Foti, & 
De Vader, 1984; Lord & Maher, 1991). The assumptions, beliefs, and expectations 
that an individual has about the characteristics and behaviors that ‘leaders’ and 
‘leadership’ entail together form the a priori frameworks of leadership or ‘implicit 
leadership theories’ (ILT) of individuals (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Eden & Leviatan, 
1975; Offermann et al., 1994; Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Implicit leadership theories, 
sometimes called cognitive representations, schemas, or prototypes (Bryman, 
1987; Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Foti & Luch, 1992; Hunt et al., 1990), are essentially 
representations of the ideal leader. Implicit leadership theories are activated when an 
individual interacts with a leader and provides that individual with a cognitive basis 
for understanding and responding to leadership behavior (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). 
While ILT can and do change over time as the individual receives new information 
(e.g., from prior experiences with leaders; Epitropaki & Martin, 2004), as a cognitive 
framework they logically precede the observations of an individual at a given moment 
in time. Hence implicit leadership theories are the foundation of recognition-based 
perceptions of leadership (Lord et al., 1984; Lord & Maher, 1991) and the main focus 
of this dissertation. In the following chapters, implicit (ethical) leadership theories 
or I(E)LT are referred to as a more specific and nuanced interpretation of follower 
expectations of (ethical) leadership (see Table 2.1).

It is important to note that implicit leadership theories do not have precise, clear-
cut boundaries with lists of necessary characteristics and behaviors for leadership 
(cf. Rosch, 1978). Instead, when interacting with others, followers match the 
perceived attributes to an abstract leadership prototype drawn from characteristics 
and behaviors common to leaders. Empirical studies confirm that the better the fit 
between the observed behavior and the follower’s ILT, the more likely the target 
person will be recognized and perceived as a leader10 (e.g., Bresnen, 1995; Den 
Hartog et al., 1999; Engle & Lord, 1997; Hunt et al., 1990; Kenney et al., 1994; Lord 

10 Theories of implicit leadership schemas and leader categorization are very similar to the categorization processes 

described in social identity theory. However, as Giessner et al. (2009, see also ; Hogg, 2001; Van Knippenberg & 

Hogg, 2003) explicate, the difference is that implicit leadership theories refer to abstract prototypes of leadership 

that may vary across contexts (e.g., different ILT across geographical locations, industries, work environments). 

Social identity theory, on the other hand, examines the leadership prototype of the specific group of which both 

the leader and his or her followers are members (e.g., prototypes that are shared within teams, work groups, >>  

from different perspectives and move beyond their own interests for the sake of the 
group, the organization, or society at large (Grojean et al., 2004; Resick et al., 2006). 
Moreover, such discussions on ethics may allow for the development of a shared 
values system with broadly shared norms for acceptable behavior (Menzel, 2007).

Empowerment. Finally, some consider empowerment of followers to be an important 
aspect of the moral management component (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; 
Eisenbeiss & Brodbeck, 2014; Khuntia & Suar, 2004; Martin et al., 2009; Piccolo et al., 
2010; Resick et al., 2006; Van Wart, 2005). While its necessity to ethical leadership 
is subject to debate (e.g., Yukl et al., 2013), proponents argue that empowerment 
stimulates followers to question their own assumptions and think independently and 
creatively for themselves (Resick et al., 2006). This in turn, may allow for a more natural 
evolution of followers’ sense of moral responsibility (cf. Jurkiewicz, 2006). Furthermore, 
empowerment can heighten perceptions of fairness and trust in the leader, which 
probably increases the leader’s ability to influence the followers’ ethical decision-
making and behavior (Resick et al., 2006). Consistent with this, some scholars posit 
that ethical leaders should express confidence in their followers and assure them of 
their competences, involve followers in decision-making processes, allow them to 
voice their own views and concerns, help followers set realistic and motivating goals, 
and provide them with individual attention, coaching, and opportunities for personal 
development (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Khuntia & Suar, 
2004; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). To enable such empowerment, followers 
must feel comfortable enough to express their ideas and concerns. Hence, scholars 
note, ethical leaders must also create a sense of psychological safety and security 
amongst followers (Driscoll & McKee, 2007; Kaptein & Van Reenen, 2001; Neubert et 
al., 2009; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). To this end, the quality of the interpersonal 
interaction with and treatment of followers discussed earlier is of vital importance.

2.3  Implicit Theories of Ethical Leadership

The previous section discussed academic theories of ethical leadership. The 
remaining part of this chapter focuses on practitioner’s own assumptions, beliefs, 
and expectations of (ethical) leadership and how these are likely to play a role in 
ethical leadership processes. 
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Apart from their substantive meaning, implicit leadership theories also have 
profound implications for the way we study leadership. First, extensive empirical 
research supports scholars’ claims that ILT confound standard measures of 
leadership (Bryman, 1987; Eden & Leviatan, 1975; Larson, 1982; Phillips, 1984; 
Rush et al., 1977) and cause predictable biases in responses (Lord et al., 1984; see 
Schyns & Meindl, 2005 for a review). Perhaps more importantly, Bresnen (1995: 509) 
emphasizes, the existence of ILT suggests that attempts to encapsulate leadership 
by simply “mapping on” an externally imposed framework to assess leaders’ behavior 
are inappropriate. Instead, leadership is best conceived as a socially constructed 
phenomenon that depends as much on the actual behavior of the leader as it does 
on the cognitive framework through which followers perceive and make sense of 
leadership processes. ILT thereby highlight the importance of research on the multiple 
social meanings that people attach to the notion of leaders and leadership in different 
social contexts (Bresnen, 1995). 

The assumptions, beliefs, and expectations that individuals have of ‘leaders’ 
and ‘leadership’ are shown to be relatively stable and generalizable (e.g., Epitropaki 
& Martin, 2004; Lord et al., 1984; Offermann et al., 1994). However, they are not 
‘context-free’. More specifically, drawing on new developments in information 
processing research, Hanges, Lord and colleagues (2000; Lord et al., 2001) proposed 
a connectionist model of ILT that argues that leadership prototypes are not simply 
retrieved and activated from memory, but continually regenerated, based on previous 
experiences and interactions. As such, ILT may be informed by context-specific and 
situational cues. Lord et al. (2001) subsequently reason that prototype generation 
is likely to be constrained by social, organizational, task, and individual (leader and 
follower) factors. Put differently, the connectionist model implies that, like other mental 
categories, ILT are generated ‘on the fly’ and may therefore vary according to context, 
task, followers, or the maturational stages of the group or organization (Lord et al., 
2001). In addition, Kenney and colleagues argued that while ILT may contain a core, 
universal set if characteristics and behaviors, leaders can meet these expectations in 
different ways when dealing with different situations and different individuals (Kenney 
et al., 1994; Kenney et al., 1996). 

The notion of ILT being both stable and contextually sensitive is supported empirically 
by studies that reveal variform universal patterns in implicit leadership theories (Bass, 
1997; Den Hartog et al., 1999; Offermann et al., 1994). That is, while the general 
characteristics and behaviors that people associate with ‘leader’ and ‘leadership’ are 
largely similar across contexts, the meaningand enactment of these characteristics 
and behaviors vary significantly. Empirical work further indicates that the relative 
endorsement of specific characteristics and behaviors is partly contingent upon the 

et al., 2001). Individuals thus use their ILT as a framework to categorize people as 
‘leaders’ or ‘non-leaders’ (Lord & Maher, 1991; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001; Phillips & 
Lord, 1981). 

Implicit leadership theories play a key role in guiding (and biasing) organizational 
sense-making, behavioral expectations, and memory (Shondrick, Dinh, & Lord, 
2010), as they cause followers to selectively attend to, encode, retrieve, and 
process information about a leader’s behavior (Lord et al., 1984; Lord & Maher, 
1990). After their initial categorization of a leader, followers are more likely to rely 
on general impressions than on memory of specific observed behaviors when they 
make judgments of the leader’s behavior (Engle & Lord, 1997). In such instances 
ILT enable a pattern-completion process through which unobserved but prototypical 
characteristics and behaviors are also associated with the target individual (Lord & 
Emrich, 2000; Shondrick et al., 2010). In addition, ILT  function as a benchmark against 
which the quality of someone’s leadership is compared and evaluated (Epitropaki & 
Martin, 2005; Foti & Luch, 1992; Van Quaquebeke, Van Knippenberg, & Brodbeck, 
2011). ILT hence give followers a cognitive basis for understanding and responding to 
leaders (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Kenney, Schwartz-Kenney, & Blascovich, 1996; 
Schyns & Schilling, 2011). 

Implicit leadership theories provide an explanatory framework for the study of 
organizational leadership (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). Lord and Maher (1991), for 
instance, suggested that ILT not only guide followers’ interpretations of leadership 
but are also the foundation for generation of the leader’s own behavior. Furthermore, 
both leader and follower ILT have been found to affect the quality of leader-follower 
relationships (Engle & Lord, 1997). Discrepancies between follower ILT and the 
leader’s actual behavior lower the quality of leader-follower relationships, which in 
turn reduces followers’ organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and well-being 
(Epitropaki & Martin, 2005). Congruence between follower ILT and observed leader 
behavior, on the other hand, is likely to increase the acceptance and effectiveness 
of leadership (House, Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002; Hunt et al., 1990; Lord & 
Maher, 1991; Nye, 2005; Nye & Forsyth, 1991).

<<  organizations). Group prototypes are particularly important for leader evaluations when group membership is highly 

salient, for instance because the group identity is threatened or because the in-group is directly compared to a 

relevant out-group. Implicit leadership theories, on the other hand, are more important when salience of one’s group 

membership is moderate to low. While the research outlined in the following chapters does consider the work 

context in which implicit theories of ethical leadership are formed, group membership is not particularly salient: while 

respondents are members of multiple groups (their respective teams, organizations, industries), it is the structural 

characteristics of the work itself rather than their membership of these groups or the leader’s prototypicality of group 

norms that is of primary interest. Hence, I rely on the concept of implicit leadership theories for the studies on hand. 
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aspects such as honesty, sincerity, encouragement, and communicative skills with 
the concept (Keating et al., 2007). Research further uncovered similar variation in the 
endorsement and meaning of the narrower ‘leader integrity’ construct (Martin et al., 
2013; Moorman et al., 2012). Together, these findings support connectionist theories 
of implicit (ethical) leadership theories and suggest that both the moral person and 
the moral management component of ethical leadership are likely to have variform 
universal connotations and meanings cross-culturally. 

Scholars also found systematic differences in implicit theories of ethical leadership 
at the organizational and individual level. Resick and colleagues (2009) found that the 
endorsement of ethical leadership characteristics and behaviors as being relevant 
to effective leadership is strongly related to the organizational culture. In addition, 
Van den Akker, Heres, Lasthuizen, and Six (2009) found individual-level variation in 
followers’ understandings of key ethical leadership elements. For instance, they found 
that followers vary in how they wish to communicate about values, principles, and 
standards: in a spirit of compliance, telling followers how it should be done (9,8%), in 
a spirit of commitment, through coaching (65,3%), or in a spirit of self-governance, 
through intense dialogue (24,8%). Likewise, respondents varied in how they expected 
their leader to demonstrate moral values - on a private level only (2%), on professional 
level only (62,5%), or on both a personal and a private level (35,5%). This latter study 
however, did not examine the individual, organizational or cultural source of such 
differences in IELT. Moreover, similar to the GLOBE research on which many of the 
cross-cultural studies on implicit ethical leadership theories are based, the research 
by Van den Akker et al. (2009) did not include the full range of characteristics and 
behaviors associated with ethical leadership.

To the best of my knowledge, no studies have examined whether the structural work 
environment in which followers operate and the jobs that they perform also affect their 
implicit ethical leadership theories. Nevertheless, as argued in Chapter 1, it is in relation 
to structural characteristics of followers’ work environment that research on implicit 
ethical leadership theories may be of particular practical and academic importance. 
Compared to societal or organizational cultural features, structural characteristics of 
the work environment are typically somewhat more tangible and easier to evaluate. 
To the extent that structural characteristics of the work environment indeed shape 
followers’ notions of ethical leadership, and work groups and teams are organized 
in ways that imply more or less similar structural conditions for its members (e.g., 
because they perform similar tasks), they can provide managers with context-specific 
information that helps them make more efficient assessments of what employees are 
likely expect of their leadership and enables them to anticipate those expectations. 
Moreover, it indicates how changes that managers make in the structural design 

context in which followers operate and the jobs that they perform (see e.g., Den Hartog 
et al., 1999; Dickson, Resick, & Hanges, 2006; Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Gerstner & 
Day, 1994; Hall, Workman, & Marchioro, 1998; Karakowsky & Siegel, 1999). Implicit 
leadership theories are thus developed, reinforced, and changed through collective 
socialization as well as the individual experiences one has both inside and outside the 
work place (Lord & Maher, 1991; van Gils, van Quaquebeke, & Van Knippenberg, 2010).

2.3.2 Implicit theories of ethical leadership
While the last decade has produced a vast amount of empirical research on ethical 
leadership, studies that focus specifically on implicit theories of ethical leadership (IELT) 
are scant. Much of the empirical work on ethical leadership is quantitative in nature 
(cf. Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013) and aims to map out 
the nomological network of antecedents, consequences, mediators, and moderators 
using standard measurement instruments (e.g., Avey et al., 2012; Kalshoven, Den 
Hartog, & de Hoogh, 2013b; Neubert et al., 2013; Walumbwa et al., 2012). Some 
qualitative studies on conceptions of ethical leadership do exist and provide a richer, 
more in-depth picture of how people tend to conceptualize ethical leadership (Lee & 
Cheng, 2012; Marsh, 2013; Treviño et al., 2003; Treviño et al., 2000). However, such 
studies are rare and often end up synthesizing respondents’ idiosyncratic expressions 
into a somewhat homogenous image of what ethical leadership ‘is’. Meanwhile a 
more constructivist study on ethical leadership  took a leader-centered perspective 
and examined only a very narrowly defined population of leaders (Koning & Waistell, 
2012). Given the substantial individual differences in perceptions and ratings of ethical 
leadership (Brown & Mitchell, 2010; Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Kalshoven et 
al., 2013a), exploring implicit theories of ethical leadership as a potential source of 
perceptual variation would seem a worthwhile endeavor (Brown & Mitchell, 2010). 
Systematic inquiry into the variety in social meanings that people attach to ‘ethical 
leader’ and ‘ethical leadership’ and thus the full range of implicit theories on ethical 
leadership that people hold is nevertheless limited.

There are a few notable exceptions. A series of studies by Resick, Martin, and 
colleagues (Keating et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick 
et al., 2011; Resick et al., 2009) indicate both convergence and divergence in the 
cross-cultural endorsement and meaning of ethical leadership characteristics and 
behaviors. Among other things, their research shows that certain ethical leadership 
characteristics such as integrity, altruism, empowerment, and collective motivation, 
are universally considered relevant to effective leadership (Resick et al., 2006). 
Follow-up studies however, reveal cross-cultural differences in the meaning of ethical 
leadership itself, with significant differences in the extent to which people associate 
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2.4  Conducting Exploratory Research on Implicit 
 Ethical Leadership Theories

The present dissertation explores and examines the association between structural 
characteristics of the work environment and implicit ethical leadership theories. In 
doing so, it aims to enhance our understanding of the role of followers in the constitution 
and development of ethical leadership. It specifically investigates: (1) the within-culture 
similarities and differences in working adults’ expectations of ethical leadership; (2) 
the extent to which followers’ expectations of ethical leadership match the behaviors 
they observe in their leaders and affect their overall perception of observed ethical 
leadership, and (3) the extent to which followers’ expectations of ethical leadership are 
systematically related to structural characteristics of their work environment.

The remaining chapters in Part I of this book report two empirical studies that help to 
answer sub-questions 3 and 4 of the dissertation (see Chapter 1): What expectations 
do working adults in the Netherlands have of the ethical leadership of their managers 
and which structural characteristics of the work environment may be relevant factors 
in shaping expectations of ethical leadership? 

As research to date provides little specific information about implicit ethical 
leadership theories, especially in relation to the work environment, this research 
takes an exploratory, qualitative approach to formulate a preliminary answer to these 
two questions. Qualitative research enables a detailed study of the assumptions and 
processes underlying respondents’ conceptions of ethical leadership (cf. Bryman, 
2004) and allows me to conduct a broader, more inductive exploration of the 
structural characteristics that might affect them (see Bryman, Stephens, & Campo, 
1996). Furthermore, qualitative methods tend to be more sensitive to the multiple 
social meanings that people attach to a construct and place fewer constraints on 
responses; hence they are well suited for exploring working adults’ own subjective, 
diverse, and idiosyncratic conceptions of ethical leadership (Bresnen, 1995; Kenney et 
al., 1994). Importantly, however, the limitations of qualitative research methods imply 
that the results can only be used for theoretical rather than empirical generalization 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003; Yin, 2003). The goal of the exploratory research in this study, 
accordingly, is not to generalize the findings to the population from which the sample 
is drawn (i.e., working adults in the Netherlands) but rather to elicit insights that can 
inform and expand present theories and that facilitate the development of hypotheses 
for empirical tests in Part II of this dissertation.

of the organizations may affect the type of ethical leadership that is expected and 
required. In addition, research on the extent to which systematic variation in IELT 
relates to the structural work environment can enhance our understanding of how 
and why effects of ethical leadership vary across different work contexts (see e.g., 
Detert et al., 2007; Kalshoven, 2010; Mayer et al., 2009). While more extensive 
research on the broad spectrum of macro, meso, and micro level antecedents of 
follower expectations of ethical leadership is clearly needed, the present research 
therefore focuses specifically on followers’ IELT especially in relation to the structural 
characteristics of their work environment. 

Both empirical research on implicit theories of leadership in general and the previously 
discussed connectionist models of ILT (Lord et al., 2001) give reason to suspect that 
structural work characteristics may indeed shape implicit theories of ethical leadership 
as well. To illustrate, findings by Dickson et al. (2006) suggest systematic variation 
in ILT is related to the mechanistic-organic structure of the organization in question, 
and while Epitropaki and Martin found that the overall content and factor structure 
of implicit leadership theories was similar among employees regardless of age, 
tenure, and organizational position, they reported significant differences in the ILT of 
managerial–supervisory and non-managerial employees and between manufacturing 
and services employees, e.g. with respect to the endorsement of attributes such as 
strength and vigor (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). Finally, both Hall and colleagues (1998) 
and Karakowsky and Siegel (1999) found support for the notion that an individual’s 
ideal image of the leader depends on whether in a given situation the task on hand 
requires the leader to demonstrate more initiating structure (agentic or task-oriented) or 
more consideration (communal or people-oriented) behaviors. 

Applying these findings to ethical leadership there could be a myriad of ways in 
which structural features of the work could affect followers’ implicit ethical leadership 
theories. For instance, one might speculate that due to their hierarchical position, 
managers have more knowledge of and experience in dealing with instances of 
unethical behavior in the workforce than their employees (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). 
This in turn could heighten their awareness of the need for leaders to explicate and 
discuss the group’s moral norms and values. Likewise, the characteristics and 
behaviors that followers endorse in ethical leaders could depend on whether the 
tasks on hand call for widely shared understanding of group norms or instead for 
mere compliance to previously set rules and procedures. However, given the dearth of 
research on followers’ implicit ethical leadership theories in general, and their relation 
to structural characteristics of the work environment in particular, such speculations 
still lack a strong empirical foundation. 
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The first exploratory study (Chapter 3) is a report of interviews I held earlier with 
managers across a wide range of public, hybrid, and private sector organizations (Heres, 
2010c). The results of this study are an initial indication that ethical leadership may indeed 
be a variform universal phenomenon and that IELT may be related to characteristics 
of the work environment. However, it was not originally designed to systematically 
study the full range of implicit ethical leadership theories, rather it specifically aimed 
to identify the similarities and differences in conceptions of ethical leadership across 
public and private sector contexts. While the semi-structured interviews did allow for 
the emergence of other potentially relevant work characteristics, this was not the main 
focus of the interviews and hence relevant aspects of the work environment may have 
inadvertently been missed. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, I interviewed 
only working adults in a formal leadership position. While managers are often also 
followers themselves, there may be important differences in how followers with and 
without a formal leadership position conceptualize ethical leadership. 

To gain a better understanding of which implicit ethical leadership theories working 
adults hold and how they might relate to characteristics of the work environment, I 
therefore conduct a follow-up study using Q-methodology (Chapter 4). In light of 
the results of the qualitative interviews reported in Chapter 3, I include respondents 
from a very diverse range of organizations across the public-private continuum in the 
follow-up study. Furthermore, I use the characteristics and behaviors that managers 
in the qualitative interviews associated with ethical leadership as one of the main 
sources for the development of the Q-set. The Q-set is the foundation of any Q-study 
and consists of a set of statements that represent all relevant aspects of the topic on 
hand, in this case ethical leadership. In brief, respondents in the Q-study rank these 
statements according to their perceived relative importance to ethical leadership. 
Factor analyses of the ranked set of statements and additional qualitative interview 
data collected during the Q-study then provide a systematic overview of dominant as 
well as more marginalized implicit ethical leadership theories. By relating respondents’ 
background information and the additional interview data to the different implicit 
ethical leadership theories, I subsequently identify the structural characteristics of the 
work environment that are likely to shape followers’ IELT. The findings of the Q-study 
in turn, will be the starting point for more large-scale research on the endorsement, 
effects, and origins of implicit ethical leadership theories in Part II of the dissertation. 


