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THE FULL RANGE OF 
IMPLICIT ETHICAL 
LEADERSHIP THEORIES:
A Q-METHOD STUDY16

4.1 Introduction

The results reported in Chapter 3 are consistent with the premise of this dissertation 
that a comprehensive understanding of how ethical leadership works requires a 
closer look at the variation in followers’ expectations of the leader. To date, such 
empirical research on follower expectations of ethical leadership has been limited. 
However, Chapter 3 belongs to a small group of studies that reveal interesting cross-
cultural (e.g., Keating et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 
2011; Resick et al., 2009) and within-cultural differences in the a priori assumptions, 
beliefs, and expectations that followers have of ethical leadership (Van den Akker 
et al., 2009). Such differences in what are known as implicit ethical leadership 
theories (IELT) of followers may be an important explanation for why they differ in 
their perceptions of ethical leadership (Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 2009; see 
also Hannah and Jennings, 2013).

The research in Chapter 3 however, is limited in scope and comprehensiveness. 
The present chapter thus follows up on the results of Chapter 3 by conducting a more 
extensive and systematic exploration of the range of implicit ethical leadership theories 
that may occur. Its main purpose is to gain an in-depth understanding of the within-
culture variation in IELT and show that underneath the seemingly universal appeal of the 

16 Previous versions of this chapter were presented at the 2012 Transatlantic Dialogue on Transitions in Governance 

conference in Nijmegen, the Netherlands (Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012a) and the 2013 ISSSS Q-methodology 

conference, in Amsterdam, the Netherlands (Heres, 2013a).
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ethical leadership construct lies a range of different conceptualizations, expectations, 
and interpretations. A second aim of the present chapter is to explore whether these 
IELT are likely to vary systematically across various work environments. The study uses 
a semi-qualitative Q-methodological approach to answer the following sub-questions 
of the dissertation research: Which 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 in shaping these expectations? 

By detailing the different frames of reference that shape individual perceptions 
and evaluations of ethical leadership, the study presents a unique perspective on 
the concept and broadens our understanding of what ethical leadership means to 
leaders and followers themselves. Differences in implicit ethical leadership theories 
do not mean that existing academic theories and measures of ethical leadership 
are invalid. Rather, they suggest that followers may respond differently to ethical 
leadership, depending on their IELT. To the extent that the IELT are found to be 
contingent upon characteristics of the respondents’ work environment, the study 
can also aid the development of propositions on when and why ethical leadership is 
likely to be most effective. Thereby, in the long run, it can improve our understanding 
of which specific approach to ethical leadership best fits the circumstances on 
hand. For managers, finally, the present study can serve as a starting point for more 
in-depth, systematic reflection on and discussion of their own ethical leadership 
practices. The results enable them to better reflect on how their own practices fit 
with both their employees’ expectations of ethical leadership and the broader work 
environment in which they operate. 

4.2 Theoretical Framework

4.2.1 Academic conceptualizations of ethical leadership
As discussed throughout the previous chapters, the leading academic definition of 
ethical leadership to date is that of Brown, Treviño, and Harrison: “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). While Brown et 
al.’s notion of ethical leadership is widely used in academic research, scholars have 
recently begun to develop alternative conceptualizations and measures (see Chapter 
2 for a more extensive discussion). Most of these show considerable agreement with 
Brown et al.’s original ethical leadership model, but some have broadened the scope 
of characteristics and behaviors that comprise ethical leadership. For example, 

Kalshoven and colleagues (2011) proposed an Ethical Leadership at Work (ELW) scale 
that distinguishes seven ethical leadership behaviors - people orientation, fairness, 
power sharing, concern for sustainability, ethical guidance, role clarification, and 
integrity. Other models of ethical leadership used in academic research are those of 
Huberts, Kaptein, and Lasthuizen (2007), De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008), Khuntia 
and Suar (2004) and, most recently, Yukl and colleagues (2013). With the exception 
of Yukl et al.’s measure, all are multidimensional models that enable an even more 
detailed assessment of the specific ethical leadership characteristics and behaviors 
manifested by leaders. What is more, the multidimensional models allow scholars to 
assess the relative importance of different dimensions of ethical leadership in curbing 
integrity violations and fostering positive organizational conduct (e.g., Huberts et al., 
2007; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Lasthuizen, 2008).

Both the narrower one-dimensional and the broader multidimensional models 
have proved themselves as sound and useful measures that propelled the study of 
ethical leadership over the last decade. However, each of these models is designed 
to assess the extent to which leaders are perceived to fit an a priori definition of ethical 
leadership and to facilitate deductive hypothesis testing. To this end, existing models 
of ethical leadership synthesize different notions of ethical leadership into a coherent, 
homogenous measure. Hence these models forego the variation of ways in which 
leaders and followers themselves conceptualize and interpret ethical leadership. Yet 
research on implicit leadership theories suggests that respondents’ IELT can be a 
powerful source of bias in standard quantitative measurement of ethical leadership 
(Phillips, 1984; Phillips & Lord, 1981; Rush et al., 1977). Even more so, understanding 
leaders’ and followers’ own assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of ethical 
leadership has important substantive meaning, as it provides valuable insight into 
to how, when, and why the effectiveness of certain ethical leadership characteristics 
and behaviors differ across contexts (Offermann et al., 1994). 

4.2.2 Implicit leadership theories and ethical leadership
Individuals’ personal assumptions, ideas, and expectations about the characteristics 
and behaviors that ‘leaders’ and ‘leadership’ entail are generally referred to as 
implicit leadership theories or ILT (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Eden & Leviatan, 1975; 
Offermann et al., 1994; Schyns & Meindl, 2005; see Chapter 2). ILT, in other words, 
are individuals’ cognitive schemas or implicit prototypes of what appropriate 
leadership behavior entails (Lord et al., 2001). Drawing on information processing and 
leader categorization theories (cf. Lord & Maher, 1990), research shows that people 
use these implicit, abstract prototypes of leaders and leadership as a framework 
to compare and evaluate the characteristics and behaviors of an individual under 
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a leader should deal with integrity violations; how often should the ethical leader talk 
about ethics, and how explicitly should he or she address the subject? What does 
‘discipline’ entail, and how strict should the ethical leader really be? How important 
is it for the ethical leader to be charismatic? In addition, to the extent that variation 
in implicit ethical leadership theories is found, such variation may or may not be 
associated with structural characteristics of the individual’s work environment.  

4.3 Methodology

Given the limited amount of research available on how leaders and followers 
themselves conceptualize ethical leadership, a qualitative approach seems the most 
appropriate means to uncover similarities and differences in individuals’ implicit 
ethical leadership theories. I employed Q-methodology because it is an inductive and 
operant, yet also highly systematic, means to mapping the differences and similarities 
in people’s subjective views on a certain topic (Brown, Durning, & Selden, 2007; De 
Graaf & Van Exel, 2008). Its inductive and operant nature fosters nuanced and rich 
results and enables a more natural emergence of views on ethical leadership that may 
not fit neatly within existing theoretical frameworks or are perhaps more marginalized, 
and therefore may not have been identified otherwise (cf. Kenney et al., 1994; see 
also Van Exel & De Graaf, 2005). The use of exploratory factor analyses, on the 
other hand, enables the development of an empirically founded typology of implicit 
ethical leadership theories, while maintaining many of their idiosyncratic features and 
much of their variety. Moreover, unlike exploratory factor analyses using survey data, 
Q-methodology does not provide patterns of variables and clusters of individual test-
items but instead uncovers patterns of persons and clusters of viewpoints (De Graaf, 
2011). In contrast to previous work on implicit ethical leadership theories, the present 
study can thus consider aspects of ethical leadership in mutual coherence, i.e. within 
the context of the other aspects and their relative importance to the respondents 
(Brouwer, 1999). An in-depth discussion of the procedures, requirements, strengths 
and limitations of Q-methodology is beyond the scope of this chapter. De Graaf and 
Van Exel (2008; Van Exel & De Graaf, 2005), Watts and Stenner (2005), and Dziopa 
and Ahern (2011) however, provide excellent accessible information on the basics of 
Q-methodology. To aid readers who are less familiar with the method, a brief excerpt 
of Van Exel and de Graaf’s discussion of Q-methodology is included in Appendix I. 

observation. As a result, leaders who exhibit characteristics and behaviors consistent 
with their followers’ own conceptualization and expectation of leaders and leadership 
are likely to have more influence on those followers’ decision-making (House et al., 
2002; Hunt et al., 1990; Lord & Maher, 1991; Nye, 2005; Nye & Forsyth, 1991). Chapter 
2 argued that, in a similar vein, employees’ implicit notions of what ethical leadership 
entails are likely to affect their assessment of a manager’s ethical leadership and that 
manager’s ability to foster loyalty, trust, and ethical decision-making and behavior 
among employees (Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; 
Van den Akker et al., 2009). 

Nevertheless, empirical research on individuals’ own conceptualizations and 
expectations of ethical leaders and leadership is scant. Only a handful of empirical 
studies to specifically identify practitioners’ own implicit theories of ethical leadership 
have been conducted (Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 2009; 
see also Chapter 3). Moreover, the focus of these works is primarily on cross-cultural 
comparisons of IELT (e.g., Keating et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; 
Resick et al., 2011; Resick et al., 2009), thus neglecting within-cultural differences in 
IELT that may be related to variation, for instance in the structural characteristics of 
followers’ work environment. While research by Van den Akker et al. (2009) and the 
results reported in Chapter 3 provide some relevant first insights in within-culture 
differences in IELT, these latter studies are limited in terms of the range ethical leader 
characteristics and behaviors they examined, their respective respondent groups, 
and/or their exploration of how respondents’ IELT relate to characteristics of their the 
structural work environment. 

The present study builds on and extends the aforementioned works on implicit 
ethical leadership theories by presenting a more systematic, in-depth overview of the 
different ideal views on ethical leadership that occur among managers and employees 
across a wide range of organizations and sectors, and examining the extent to 
which differences in IELT may be related to the work environment. As such, ethical 
leadership is defined here as 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 (see Chapter 2)17. Within the framework of this 
definition, different implicit theories of ethical leadership, or different “profiles” of the 
ideal ethical leader, may emerge as individuals consider certain leader characteristics 
to be more or less important for ethical leadership. They may differ for instance, in 
their preferred style of communication about ethics-related topics or how they believe 

17 In this study, I do not provide a further definition of what is ‘ethical’, i.e. which decisions and behaviors are in 

accordance with relevant moral values and norms. See §2.1.3 in this book for a discussion on this matter.
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characteristics and behaviors that people have previously associated with ethical 
leadership. This broad and detailed nature of the statements makes the Q-set more 
sensitive to potential variations in implicit ethical leadership theories20 (Den Hartog et al., 
1999: 230-231). Examples of statements include “An ethical leader stands up against 
injustice and shows moral courage, even when that is detrimental to the organization” 
and “An ethical leader is approachable and listens well to other people”21.

It is important to note that while the selection and meaning of specific statements 
may seem ambiguous at first, such ambiguity is in fact inherent in any Q-set and the 
Q-set need only be broad and representative enough to allow respondents’ different 
views to emerge (Donner, 2001; Van Exel & De Graaf, 2005). In Q-studies, it is the 
Q-sorting exercise that is most important (Brown, 1980); as long as the overall Q-set 
is representative of the full concourse on ethical leadership, the precise nature of the 
Q-set and Q-sampling procedure is of little consequence to the reliability of the results 
and the ultimate conclusions drawn from a Q-study (Thomas & Baas, 1992; Watts 
& Stenner, 2005). First, the respondents themselves generally resolve any ambiguity 
in the statements as they give their own interpretations and rank them according to 
their preferences (cf. De Graaf, 2001). Second, the qualitative interviews that follow-
up the Q-sorting exercise allow respondents to elaborate on their understanding of 
the statements and add any aspects relevant to the topic of interest. Both the pilot 
studies and the Q-interviews confirmed the Q-set did indeed adequately represent 
respondents’ views on ethical leadership. 

P-set. Together with the research team I next selected the respondents (the ‘P-set’). 
Q-methodology is an intensive, small-sample method that does not require large 
groups of participants to establish the existence of a viewpoint (Brown, 1980; 
Dziopa & Ahern, 2011; Stainton Rogers, 1995). However, we did employ a theoretical 
sampling method since a sufficiently broad and comprehensive P-set is essential for 
all relevant views to emerge and thus to ensure the reliability of the factor analysis 

20 Arguably, some of the characteristics and behaviors included in the Q-set represent aspects that people might 

associate with leadership in general, rather than ethical leadership per se. However, as I noted in Chapter 2, limiting  

the characteristics and behaviors to those that academics a priori define as unique to ethical leadership may result 

in an incomplete understanding of what ethical leadership means to the respondents themselves, and hence to 

understanding which characteristics and behaviors are needed for them to recognize and acknowledge ethical 

leaders as such. Consequently used the data from the interviews and pilot studies, rather than the academic 

literature, as the primary sources for the development of the Q-set. 

21 Some of the statements included in the Q-set are ‘double-barreled’. In contrast to standard survey methods, 

scholars typically do not consider such ambiguity in the statements of a Q-set to be particularly problematic since 

the meaning of statements is assumed to be inherently ambiguous and resolved during the Q-sorting exercise.

Q-set. The first step in the Q-study was to construct a concourse, i.e. collect statements 
containing all relevant aspects in the opinions and views that individuals may have 
regarding ethical leadership (De Graaf & Van Exel, 2008). The concourse for this 
study includes the opinions and views of lay people, professionals, and academics as 
expressed verbally in face-to-face interviews, academic literature, or after participation 
in a paper-and-pencil Q-sorting pilot. I developed the concourse and its subsequent 
Q-set in three steps. First, I reviewed the transcripts of the qualitative interviews 
reported in Chapter 3 for statements about the characteristics and behaviors that an 
ethical leader should exhibit. From this concourse, I chose a representative selection 
of the different aspects that might be relevant to an individual’s implicit theories on 
ethical leadership (the ‘Q-set’). As is common practice in Q-methodology (Dziopa 
& Ahern, 2011), I used an unstructured sampling procedure for the selection of 
statements to include in the Q-set. However, to ensure representativeness of the 
Q-set I made sure to include a balanced set of statements that loosely fit the two 
main categories of ethical leadership characteristics and behaviors, the moral person 
and the moral manager. The second step in the development of the Q-set concerned 
a review of the academic literature on ethical leadership (up to 2010) for statements 
on the characteristics and behaviors that an ethical leader should exhibit. Statements 
from this review were compared against the preliminary Q-set drawn from the 
interview data. To enable cumulative knowledge development, those statements that 
had not yet emerged from the interviews were added to the Q-set. 

As the resulting Q-set was based solely on managerial and academic views on 
ethical leadership, I finally conducted pilot studies to ascertain that the characteristics 
and behaviors described in the Q-set were comprehensive and understandable enough 
to non-managerial employees (i.e., followers) as well: together with three Master’s 
students, I formed a research team and pilot-tested the statements on a group of 71 
Master’s students18 and 17 employees and managers in the field to further complete 
and refine the list of statements19. Some statements were rephrased, others combined 
or eliminated according to the suggestions of respondents in the pilot. The final Q-set 
includes 44 statements (see Appendix II). Unlike previous studies of IELT (Resick et al., 
2006; Van den Akker et al., 2009), the statements in the Q-set describe fairly specific 

18 I am greatly indebted to Thijs Kuiperij, Frank Wiebes, and Annemarie Mastenbroek who aided the data collection of 

both the pilot studies and the final Q-interviews. In addition to testing the Q-set, we used the pilot interviews as part 

of their Q-method training and as a means to further clarify the protocol and instructions for the final Q-interviews. 

19 In addition to the research team, I also owe special thanks to dr. Gjalt de Graaf, dr. Karin Lasthuizen and other 

members of the VU University research group Quality of Governance for their help in the development of the Q-set 

and in arranging the interviews.
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interview. These follow-up interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes and enabled the 
respondents to elaborate on their Q-sort and their reasons for ranking the statements 
as they had. With permission of the respondents, the interviews were recorded and 
transcribed for use in further analysis. We also used a brief survey to collect additional 
background information.

Figure 4.1 Fixed quasi-normal distribution of the Q-sort

W LEAST IMPORTANT MOST IMPORTANT X

A B C D E F G H I

2 2

3 3

5 5

7 7

10

Analysis. Using PQMethod software I performed a factor analysis on the total of 
59 Q-sorts, i.e. the complete set of respondents’ ranked statements. As is typical 
in Q-studies, I factor analyzed the respondents rather than individual statements to 
explore (1) clusters of respondents with common views on ethical leadership, and (2) 
what the views of each of those clusters entail (cf. Brown, 1980; Brown et al., 2007; 
see Appendix I for more information about Q-analysis and results). In Q-methodology 
scholars typically consider seven to be the maximum number of factors that emerge 
on any given topic (Van Exel & De Graaf, 2005). Hence, I ran centroid factor analyses 
with Varimax rotation to extract all seven-factor solutions (one-factor through seven-
factor) and compared their relative fit on both their statistical and theoretical merits. 

(Brown, 1980). In selecting the P-set, we took great care to include respondents from 
many different industries, holding very diverse positions and jobs. We selected a total 
of 59 respondents, of whom 21 were female (36%). Respondents had an average age 
of 39.5 (ranging between 22 and 62). They worked in a very varied range of public 
(23) and private (36) sector organizations in the Netherlands, including education, 
safety and security, IT, consultancy and advising, retail, health care, local and state 
government, finance, and charity work. Organization sizes ranged from small (< 100 
employees) to very large (> 25.000 employees), and 27 of the respondents (45.8%) 
held a formal leadership position within their organization.

Q-sorting. In face-to-face interviews, we asked respondents to read a deck of 44 
cards each containing one of the Q-set statements22. Respondents then ranked the 
statements along a fixed, quasi-normal distribution (see Figure 4.1) according to how 
important they considered each statement for ethical leadershipwithin organizations. 
Respondents were subsequently asked to make three piles of the statements 
- those that they found important, those that were not, or not as important, and 
those that they were unsure about or about which they did not immediately have a 
strong opinion23. From the ‘most important’ pile, respondents were asked to select 
the 10 statements they found most important. From these 10, they selected the 
2 most important statements and placed them in category I. Then they selected 
the 3 next important, followed by the 5 after that, and placed them in categories H 
and G, respectively. A similar procedure was used to select the 10 least important 
statements. Respondents then placed the remaining statements as they wished. 

The resulting distribution of the 44 ranked statements is the respondent’s Q-sort. 
We asked respondents to review their completed Q-sort, to indicate the extent to 
which it adequately reflected their view on ethical leadership, and to make any final 
changes if they wanted. Each Q-sorting exercise was followed by a semi-structured 

22 The full Q-interview instructions are included in Appendix III. 

23 Q-methodology generally assumes that respondents feel most strongly or are most certain about those 
statements at the extremes ends of the distribution (Brown, 1980). Those statements are therefore ranked first, 
while statements that the respondents are unsure about are left to the end so they can be reviewed in light of the 
other statements and/ or included in the more or less ‘neutral’ middle categories of the quasi-normal distribution. 
As an example, an interviewee might indicate that having charisma and vision is not necessarily unimportant but 
also not among the most important aspects of ethical leadership. In such cases, an interviewee would initially 
place the respective statement in the ‘unsure’ pile and later – after having ranked the statements at the extreme 
ends of the distribution - review them again to see what its relative importance is vis-à-vis the most and least 
important statements. The assumption that the respondent feels most strongly or is most certain about those 
statements at the extremes ends of the distribution is subsequently verified in the follow-up interview in which the 
respondent elaborates on the Q-sort. 
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I first reviewed the correlations among the factors (with lower correlations indicating 
more distinctiveness between the factors), the total percentage of explained variance 
(with higher percentages indicating better fit with the data), and the number of 
respondents that loaded significantly on one of the five factors (again with higher 
percentages indicating better fit with the data). While no clear cut-off criteria can be 
formulated to select the best-fitting factor solution, the three-factor and five-factor 
solutions both seemed to fit the data well. The six- and seven-factor solutions did 
not lead to an appreciable improvement in the explained variance or distinctiveness 
(correlations) of the factors, while the two-factor solution resulted in a relatively low 
proportion of explained variance (.28). I therefore conducted a more qualitative, in-
depth analysis of the substantive outcomes of the three-, four-, and five-factor by 
exploring the contents and meaningfulness of the respective factors and comparing 
them with the additional qualitative interview data. 

The analysis indicated that a five-factor solution held the most theoretical promise: 
compared to the three- and four-factor solutions, the five factors showed lower 
correlations, added theoretically relevant insights, and better represented the variety 
of (popular and marginalized) views on ethical leadership that seemed to emerge from 
the interview data. The five-factor solution explains 42% of the variance. Each of the 
five extracted factors (A through E) represents a group of respondents who ranked the 
Q-statements in a similar way and that thus hold a similar view on ethical leadership (i.e.,  
that share a similar implicit ethical leadership theory). The correlations between each 
of the factors, which range between .06 and .48 (see Table 4.1), show that while there 
is overlap between specific factor sets in their ranking of statements, the five factors 
overall represent rather different views on what ethical leadership should entail24. 

24 To be clear, the Q-factors as they are presented in this chapter are not intended as new measures of ethical leadership. 

Matters of construct (convergent and discriminant) validity are thus not relevant at this point. The Q-factors however, 

will be used as input for the further development of a subsequent survey on the endorsement of implicit ethical 

leadership theories. The reliability and validity of this survey and its measures are discussed in Chapter 5.  

Table 4.1  Correlations between the five Q-factors

FACTOR A B C D

A    –

B .37    

C .48 .25   

D .35 .12 .26  

E .21 .08 .06 .20

Finally, I computed an idealized Q-sort for each factor, which shows how each 
of the statements would have been ranked by a respondent whose view on ethical 
leadership corresponds 100% with the view represented by the respective factor (see 
Appendix II). These idealized Q-sorts provide a more substantive understanding of the 
IELT of the respondents within each cluster and helps determine which statements 
are characteristic and distinguishing for a particular IELT. In other words, the idealized 
Q-sort scores enable the development of a typology of the five ideal-typical implicit 
ethical leadership theories that exist among working adults in the Netherlands. While 
an individual’s view may be a combination of two or more of the IELT, most are likely 
to hold a view that is significantly more similar to one of these five IELT than it is 
to the other four. In total, 47 out of 59 respondents indeed loaded significantly on 
one of the factors (see Appendix IV), indicating significant agreement between these 
respondents’ own viewpoints on ethical leadership (their individual Q-sort) and one of 
the five factors (the idealized Q-sorts or IELT)25. Within this study, most respondents 
load on factors A (17%), B (20%) and C (22%). At face value, factors D (10%) and E 
(10%) appear to represent more marginalized views on ethical leadership. The small 
size of the P-set, however, prohibits any conclusions about the actual distribution or 
popularity of the respective implicit ethical leadership theories among working adults.

The following section discusses the results by first examining those statements for 
which there is broad consensus among the five factors or IELT. It then reviews each 
of the implicit ethical leadership theories in more detail. To evaluate the importance of 
ethical leadership characteristics and behaviors in their relative context, it considers 
not only the distinctive but also the characterizing features of each IELT and 
describes those statements placed at the extreme ends of the idealized Q-sort for the 
corresponding factor of each IELT (ranked as either +2 or higher or -2 or lower). These 
latter are the characterizing statements, i.e. those that respondents in that cluster found 
most or least important for ethical leadership and thus form the ‘heart’ of the IELT26.  

25 The remaining 12 Q-sorts either did not load significantly on any one factor or loaded significantly on multiple 

factors (i.e., were confounding), yet also did not themselves represent a new, unique cluster of views on ethical 

leadership. A sixth additional factor thus would not have lead to a greater number of significant loadings. Instead, 

the number of significant loadings typically decreases as more factors are extracted and the factors become more 

specifically representative of a certain viewpoint. On the other hand, selecting a greater number of factors ensures 

greater distinctiveness between the factors (lower correlations), increases the amount of explained variance, and 

often offers a more theoretically meaningful interpretation of the data. Hence, in selecting the final factor solution, I 

made an informed trade-off between the different criteria and selected the factor solution that best fit the data and 

purpose of the study on hand. 

26 Following Van Exel and De Graaf (2005: 19), a statement’s factor score was calculated as the normalized weighted 

average statement score (Z-score) of respondents that define that factor. The weight (w) was based on the factor, 

and making statements’ factor scores comparable across factors.  >>
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These statements may be typical or characterizing of an IELT, but need not be unique 
to one IELT. Indeed, there is some overlap between sets of factors in the statements 
of respondents with that IELT value. However, the precise meaning and relative 
importance of the statements in light of others may differ. 

To further explore the distinction between the five IELT, the results will also discuss 
the statements whose scores on the idealized Q-sort are statistically significantly 
(at p <.05) different from their scores on other factors. These statements are the 
distinguishing statements, i.e. the ones whose scores set a particular IELT apart from 
other IELT, and indicated in brackets in the overview table of each factor. In reviewing 
the statements, special attention was paid to those that cross-load as distinctive items 
on two or more factors, either as opposites (e.g. a statement loading distinctively high 
on one factor and distinctively low on another) or as overlapping statements (e.g., 
loading high or neutral on both factors). Where cross-loadings of statements indicate 
relevant overlap or contrasts between factors, the factors are compared in the text. 
Consistent with the correlations reported above, the greatest overlap is found between 
Factor A (Safe Haven Creator) and Factor C (Moral Motivator) and between Factors B 
(Practicing Preacher) and D (Social Builder). In both cases, however, the analyses also 
indicate a number of theoretically important differences that justify consideration of 
these factors as separate IELT. Both the commonalities and differences are discussed 
in the results and analysis section, and highlighted in Table 4.7. 

In the following description of the five IELT, the results from the factor analyses 
are supplemented with quotes from the interviews (indicated by italics) to further 
aid the interpretation of each of the views on ethical leadership. Finally, the results 
section discusses which respondents load significantly on which factor (i.e., IELT), 
as this information can provide insights on how and to what extent characteristics 
of the respondents’ work environment may have shaped their implicit theories on 
ethical leadership.

 

<<  (or smaller than –1) were taken as characterizing statements for that factor. In the tables, I will report all distinguishing 

statements  and the characterizing statements with scores +2 or higher and -2 or lower. In the discussion of the 

results however, I do not review each of them separately, but focus on those statements that appear most salient 

and/or representative of the overall IELT described in that factor.

4.4 Results and Analysis

4.4.1 Consensus statements
In Q-studies, the term “consensus statements” refers to those statements that do 
not make a statistically significant distinction between any of the identified factors 
(Van Exel & De Graaf, 2005). The analysis revealed no such consensus statements. 
Nevertheless, a closer look at the idealized statement scores for each factor reveals 
some interesting convergent patterns that, at least, suggest majority agreement on 
a select number of statements (see Appendix II). In other words, while all statements 
do make a statistically significant distinction between at least two of the IELT, some 
statements are ranked similarly in most of the factors. 

Regardless of their IELT, respondents for example, more or less agree that it is 
important for ethical leaders to create a safe environment for employees (statement 
#32), although this aspect plays a particularly central role in the first view on ethical 
leadership, the ‘Safe Haven Creator’ and the ‘Moral Motivator.’ Likewise, while the 
relative importance differs among factors, most respondents expect an ethical 
leader to make sound ethical decisions by taking into account different perspectives 
on and consequences for both the long and short term (#17). At the same time, 
ethical leaders should not be too persistent in holding on to their own principles and 
defending them at all costs (#9). Rather, interviewees suggested, some flexibility in 
principles is needed to allow for open discussions and learning, and to ensure that 
the principles endorsed by the ethical leader in fact are consistent with those broadly 
shared in society. Ethical leaders are also generally expected to be very careful in 
dealing with reports of unethical behavior (#30). 

In contrast, respondents seem to care little for such aspects as modesty (#14), 
altruism (#42), and moral intuition (#4), seldom indicating these as important aspects 
of ethical leadership. A few respondents even suggested that modesty and/or altruism 
could be detrimental to ethical leadership. There also seems to be little support for 
relating financial or other rewards to ethical performance (#29; note, however, the 
differences in scores between the Moral Motivator and Boundaries Setter). In other 
statements, such as those discussing mistakes or violations of ethical norms with 
employees (#35) or complementing employees on how they have dealt with ethical 
dilemmas (#26), most respondents did not appear to have particularly strong opinions.

4.4.2 Factor A: The Safe Haven Creator
Turning now to the discussion of each ideal-type IELT individually, we see that the 
first IELT envisions the ethical leader as a Safe Haven Creator: someone who above 
all creates a safe environment for employees, leaves room to make and learn from 
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 NUMBER STATEMENT

FACTOR 

A B C D E

3.
An ethical leader always acts very carefully 
and consciously

(-3) -1 -1 0 (+2)

6.
An ethical leader is ap-proachable and listens well 
to other people

+2 (-2) +2 +4 +3

7.
An ethical leaders puts the interests of society above 
those of the organization or him or herself

-2 -2 -3 (+1) (-4)

10.
An ethical leader shows vulnerability by being open 
to criticism and showing others that (s)he also
sometimes makes mistakes

(+2) -1 (+4) (0) -2

11. An ethical leader distributes work fairly (-2) (-4) (-4) (+1) (0)

15.
An ethical leader is charismatic and inspires others
with his or her vision

(-4) -2 +3 +2 (+1)

17.
An ethical leader always looks at situations from different 
perspectives and in making decisions, takes account of the 
consequences in both the long and the short term

+2 (0) +2 (+3) +2

18.
In making a decision, an ethical leader firsts asks 
stakeholders for their opinion and truly takes those 
opinions into account

(0) -2 (-1) (+2) -3

19.
An ethical leader does what (s)he says and says 
what (s)he does

-1 +2 +3 0 +3

20.
An ethical leader is open and honest about his or 
her choices and actions and is always willing to 
show accountability for them

+3 +4 (+1) (+3) (-3)

21.
An ethical leader discusses with employees how and
why a decision is made so that they understand the
moral choices and can learn from them

(+3) 0 0 +1 (-1)

22.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed through the behavior that (s)he role models

+2 (+4) +2 (-1) (0)

23.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed through punishments and rewards -2 -1 -3 -3 (+1)

25.
An ethical leader stimulates employees to address 
unethical behavior among one another

(+2) (+1) 0 -2 -1

28. An ethical leader does not tolerate unethical behavior; 
(s)he immediately imposes sanctions

-3 +1 -3 0 +2

29. When awarding financial or other rewards, an ethical leader 
takes into account the moral behavior of  employees

-2 -1 (-4) -2 (0)

mistakes, and helps employees to understand the morality in decisions - but without 
talking about ethics too much (see Table 4.2 for the most important statements for 
this factor and Appendix II for a full comparison with other factors). 

Most distinctive of Safe Haven Creators is the focus on cultivating an environment 
in which things can safely be reported and in which employees are not afraid to 
relay bad news (statement #32) or make mistakes. Among other things, and like 
the Practicing Preacher, respondents expect Safe Haven Creators to set the right 
example: role modeling the right behavior creates “trust” and “credibility” among 
followers (#22). They also expect Safe Haven Creators to be open and honest about 
their own choices and actions and show willingness to account for them (#20). That 
does not mean however, that Safe Haven Creators must always act very carefully and 
consciously or that they are expected to be consistent in doing what they say and 
saying what they do (#3, #19), because “in practice, it just doesn’t work that way.” 
Instead, respondents emphasized that everyone makes mistakes, even the leader 
(#10), and that the ethical leader must recognize that: “Making mistakes is human” 
and “we all do things wrong, we all do.” When leaders admit to their own mistakes 
and discuss these mistakes with their employees, “that creates respect” and “makes 
the threshold lower” for employees to come forward with problems themselves. 

For proponents of the Safe Haven Creator in particular, it is important that the leader 
discusses how and why decisions are made with employees so that they understand 
the moral choices involved and can learn from these choices (#21). However, the 
leader must also be careful to maintain a balance during communication, believing 
that “once is fine” but never talking too much about ethics and integrity: ultimately 
ethics relies on behavior (#36). Indeed, respondents with this implicit ethical leadership 
theory stressed that ethical behavior should be “self-evident” and that the leader 
should assume that most people know how to behave, meaning that there is no need 
for too much emphasis on ethics and integrity. In fact, talking too much about it is 
thought to “only frustrate [people]”. An ethical leader should just be approachable and 
listen well to others (#6); an ethical leader should be a person that the follower can to 
turn to when something has gone wrong or when they are dealing with difficult issues. 
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NUMBER STATEMENT

FACTOR 

A B C D E

30. An ethical leader carefully deals with reports of unethical 
behavior and always looks at different sides of the story

(+3) +1 +1 +2 +1

31. Even when someone has behaved unethically, an ethical 
leader remains respectful to that person

(+1) -1 (+2) -1 -2

32. An ethical leader creates an environment for employees 
in which they can safely discuss and report things and 
they are not afraid to give bad news

(+4) +2 +3 +1 +2

36. An ethical leader should not talk too much about ethics 
and integrity; in the end it is just about the behavior

(+4) 0 0 (-3) +1

42. An ethical leader is altruistic in dealing with employees 
and is always there for them

-2 (-4) 0 -1 -1

43. An ethical leader behaves ethically both at work and at home (-3) (+1) (0) (-4) (-2)

Note: Statements that are statistically distinguishing for a factor at p <.05 are presented in brackets.

Table 4.2  Key statements for Factor A (continued)

4.4.3 Factor B: The Practicing Preacher
Persons holding the IELT represented by Factor B (Table 4.3) prefer their ethical 
leaders to be Practicing Preachers and place more emphasis on role modeling ethical 
behavior than any of the other views – including the Safe Haven Creator. In doing so, 
these respondents focus less on learning from mistakes and more on role modeling 
very high ethical standards for behavior. The Practicing Preacher perspective further 
distinguishes itself by maintaining that ethical leaders should communicate regularly 
about ethics in order to stimulate autonomous ethical decision-making among 
followers. Hence, in contrast to Safe Haven Creators, Practicing Preachers should 
take a much more explicit and proactive approach to fostering ethics among followers 
In this second IELT, setting the right example is crucial because doing so is considered 
“the best way to convince people of what is right and what is less right.” Practicing 
Preachers should be ethical, reliable people who act on the basis of principles (#1, 
see also #22); similar to Safe Haven Creators but in contrast to the Boundaries 
Setter, they are expected to be open and honest about their own decisions and 
actions and show willingness to account for them when necessary (#20). However, 
the moral standards for the Practicing Preacher seem to be higher than those for the 
Safe Haven Creator or in other IELT: respondents expect the Practicing Preacher to 
behave ethically both at home and at work (#43) and to stand up against injustice and 
show moral courage even when doing so is detrimental to the organization (#44). In 

addition, but unlike in the Moral Motivator perspective, Practicing Preachers should 
adhere both to the law and to broader societal norms and values (#16).

Another distinguishing feature is that role modeling does not suffice for the Practicing 
Preacher: unlike in the Safe Haven Creator perspective, respondents with this IELT find 
explicit and frequent communication about ethics just as critical to ethical leadership: 
“Otherwise, it remains implicit […] It is like with raising children, you continuouslyneed 
to adjust [their behavior].” Because they consider both ethics itself and the behavior 
modeled by the leader to be “multi-interpretable,” respondents expect an ethical leader 
to regularly communicate about the norms and values of the organization and to explain 
what he or she expects from employees in that respect (#33). As one respondent 
explained, “by continuously talking about [moral norms and values] and showing them 
and explaining why it is so important, people really come to feel that strongly. So I think 
that talking about it and communicating is extremely important.” 

Practicing Preachers should especially stress the principles and values that should 
guide followers’ behavior, and not the rules and procedures (#38): according to the 
respondents, this is the way for ethical leaders to stimulate followers to think for 
themselves about what is and is not appropriate, and allow them to make moral 
decisions autonomously (#37). The Practicing Preacher explains “why the ethical 
norms are the way they are” and “what their background is, so what the rules 
and procedures aim to achieve.” Practicing Preachers should also hold open 
conversations with the team about what they consider acceptable behavior and what 
kinds of dilemmas can occur in their work (#34). After all, as one respondent argued, 
“when you have more participation and discussion about the rules […] then you are 
also more inclined to act accordingly.” Moreover, having open conversations about 
what is “good” also shows that leaders “aren’t all of a sudden in possession of the 
truth,” that others do not always share the leader’s principles, and that following the 
leader’s own principles is not necessarily always the ‘right’ thing to do.

Remarkable in this implicit ethical leadership theory is that aspects such as caring 
(#5), altruism (#42), being approachable and listening to employees (#6), fair distribution 
of work (#11), and attention to employees’ personal development (#40) seem much 
less important to ethical leadership than in the other implicit ethical leadership 
theories that emerged. Although the interview data indicate that respondents in 
fact do consider these aspects important for leadership in a general sense, they 
are deemed insufficient in and of themselves to constitute ethical leadership. 
Respondents endorsing the Practicing Preacher IELT made a clear distinction 
between “normal” leadership and ethical leadership, the latter occurring only when 
the leadership process involves a clear and explicit focus on ethical communication 
and role modeling high ethical standards. 
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NUMBER STATEMENT
FACTOR 

A B C D E

1.
An ethical leader is an ethical, reliable person that 
acts on the basis of principles

0 +3 +1 +4 +1

5.
An ethical leader is caring and shows visible  
interest in the welfare of others

0 (-3) +1 +2 -1

6.
An ethical leader is approachable and listens  
well to other people

+2 (-2) +2 +4 +3

7.
An ethical leaders puts the interests of society 
above those of the organization or him or herself

-2 -2 -3 (+1) (-4)

8.
An ethical leader knows who (s)he is, remains  
authentic and has a lot of self reflection

-1 (+1) (+4) 0 0

9.
An ethical leader acts according to his or her 
own principles and is prepared to defend those  
principles even when (s)he is under pressure

0 -2 -1 -3 0

11. An ethical leader distributes work fairly (-2) (-4) (-4) (+1) (0)

13.
An ethical leader is loyal to its employees and 
stands up for them when necessary

+1 (0) +1 +3 +3

14. An ethical leader has a modest attitude -4 -3 -1 -4 -4

15.
An ethical leader is charismatic and inspires others  
with his or her vision

(-4) -2 +3 +2 (+1)

16.
An ethical leader always acts in accordance with  
the law and the norms and values that are broadly  
shared within society

0 (+1) (-2) 0 0

17.
An ethical leader always looks at situations from different 
perspectives and in making decisions, takes account of 
the consequences on both the long and the short term

+2 (0) +2 (+3) +2

18.
In making a decision, an ethical leader firsts asks 
stakeholders for their opinion and truly takes those 
opinions into account

(0) -2 (-1) (+2) -3

19.
An ethical leader does what (s)he says and says 
what (s)he does

-1 +2 +3 0 +3

20.
An ethical leader is open and honest about his or  
her choices and actions and is always willing to  
show accountability for them

+3 +4 (+1) +3 (-3)

22.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed through the behavior that (s)he role models

+2 (+4) +2 (-1) (0)

25.
An ethical leader stimulates employees to address 
unethical behavior among one another

(+2) (+1) 0 -2 -1

Note: Statements that are statistically distinguishing for a factor at p <.05 are presented in brackets.

NUMBER STATEMENT
FACTOR 

A B C D E

27.
When someone breaks the rules, an ethical leader 
talks to that person to make clear that such behavior 
is not acceptable

+1 +2 (-1) (-2) +2

32.
An ethical leader creates an environment for employees 
in which they can safely discuss and report things and 
they are not afraid to give bad news

(+4) +2 (+3) +1 +2

33.
An ethical leader frequently communicates about the 
norms and values of the organization and what (s)he 
expects from employees in that respect

-1 (+3) -2 0 0

34.
An ethical leader holds open conversations with the 
team about what they consider acceptable behavior and 
discusses the ethical dilemmas that can occur in their work

0 (+1) 0 0 (-2)

37.
An ethical leader stimulates followers to think for 
themselves about what is and what is not appropriate and 
to independently make moral decisions

+1 +3 +2 -2 -1

38.
An ethical leader mostly emphasizes principles and values 
that should guide behavior, not the rules and procedures

-1 (+2) 0 -2 -3

40.
An ethical leader has much attention for individual 
employees and helps them with their personal 
development

0 (-3) +1 -1 -1

42.
An ethical leader is altruistic in dealing with employees  
and is always there for them

-2 (-4) 0 -1 -1

43.
An ethical leader behaves ethically both at work 
and at home

(-3) (+1) (0) (-4) (-2)

44.
An ethical leader stands up against injustice and  
shows moral courage, even when that is detrimental  
to the organization

0 +2 0 +2 (-2)

4.4.4 Factor C: The Moral Motivator
The third implicit ethical leadership theory focuses on the personality of ethical leaders 
themselves and sees them as Moral Motivators (see Table 4.4): it is leaders’ personal 
integrity, their authenticity, their charisma, and their ability to inspire others with their 
moral character that matters most. Unlike the Safe Haven Creator and Practicing 
Preacher views discussed above, respondents that hold this IELT consider an 
approach in which the leader proactively tries to stimulate ethical behavior in followers 
both unnecessary and undesirable. In the Moral Motivator view ethical leadership 
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NUMBER STATEMENT
FACTOR 

A B C D E

6.
An ethical leader is approachable and listens well  
to other people

+2 (-2) +2 +4 +3

7.
An ethical leaders puts the interests of society  
above those of the organization or him or herself

-2 -2 -3 (+1) (-4)

8.
An ethical leader knows who (s)he is, remains  
authentic and has a lot of self reflection

-1 (+1) (+4) 0 0

10.
An ethical leader shows vulnerability by being open 
to criticism and showing others that (s)he also  
sometimes makes mistakes

(+2) -1 (+4) (0) -2

11. An ethical leader distributes work fairly (-2) (-4) (-4) (+1) (0)

12.
An ethical leader makes just decisions and makes  
sure that everyone is treated fairly

+1 0 (-1) +1 (+4)

15.
An ethical leader is charismatic and inspires others  
with his or her vision

(-4) -2 +3 +2 (+1)

16.
An ethical leader always acts in accordance with the law and 
the norms and values that are broadly shared within society

0 (+1) (-2) 0 0

17.
An ethical leader always looks at situations from different 
perspectives and in making decisions, takes account of 
the consequences in both the long and the short term

+2 (0) +2 (+3) +2

18.
In making a decision, an ethical leader firsts asks 
stakeholders for their opinion and truly takes those 
opinions into account

(0) -2 (-1) (+2) -3

19.
An ethical leader does what (s)he says and says  
what (s)he does

-1 +2 +3 0 +3

20.
An ethical leader is open and honest about his or her 
choices and actions and is always willing to show 
accountability for them

+3 +4 (+1) +3 (-3)

22.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is  
not allowed through the behavior that (s)he role models

+2 (+4) +2 (-1) (0)

23.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed through punishments and rewards

-2 -1 -3 -3 (+1)

24.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed by frequently talking about it with employees

-1 0 (-2) -1 0

27.
When someone breaks the rules, an ethical leader 
talks to that person to make clear that such behavior  
is not acceptable

+1 +2 (-1) (-2) +2

subsequently revolves more around being a moral person than being a moral manager.
For respondents adhering to this IELT, “it is more how you function as a person” 

or “more something that you are, in terms of character. How you are in life.” Contrary 
to most other IELT, the Moral Motivator perspective describes ethical leaders as 
charismatic individuals that know how to motivate others with their vision (#15): 
“It’s someone that inspires and who you want to learn from and you think ‘gee, if I 
could do that too….’” This aspect of the Moral Motivator sets it apart especially from 
the Safe Haven Creator perspective, where charisma is considered one of the two 
least important aspects in ethical leadership. Yet much like Safe Haven Creators, 
the character and integrity of Moral Motivators shows in the fact that these leaders 
always remain respectful, even when someone has behaved unethically (#31), do 
what they say and say what they do (#19) and role-model ethical behavior (#22). 

While the statement cross-loads somewhat lower on the Practicing Preacher factor 
as well, the importance of knowing who you are, remaining authentic, and engaging in 
self-reflection (#8) is particularly distinctive of Moral Motivators. When such authenticity 
and self-reflection are lacking, respondents feel it will hamper the leader’s credibility 
and ability to inspire others to behave ethically: “[a]s a leader, you can be confronted 
with a lot of things. And then, if you don’t know what you stand for, then you can’t 
be a leader anymore. You will go down.” This willingness to reflect on oneself also 
means that even more so than Safe Haven Creators, Moral Motivators must show 
vulnerability, be open to criticism from others, and admit that they too make mistakes 
sometimes (#10): “That is of course all connected. If you know who you are, you can 
also be vulnerable, communicate what you feel. That you aren’t always happy, that 
you have fears too and that you don’t always make the right decisions either, because 
you also have feelings or react instead of think first.” Such vulnerability, respondents 
suggested, also makes the ethical more approachable to others (#6).

Different from the other IELT and the Practicing Preacher and Boundaries Setter in 
particular, respondents emphasized, “the ethics of every person should remain with 
that person himself. It needs to come from within yourself.” In this IELT, procedural 
actions like communicating about ethics and integrity (see, for example, statements 
#24, #33, #39), setting realistic and motivating goals, fair distribution of work, and 
especially punishing and rewarding certain behaviors (#29, #23, #28) are therefore 
considerably less important to ethical leadership. In fact, respondents in this cluster 
showed a particularly strong resistance to too much emphasis on strict adherence 
to societal and especially legal norms. Instead, like the Safe Haven Creators, they 
expect ethical leaders to use “a positive approach” to inspire followers to think for 
themselves about what is and what is not appropriate behavior and to make the right 
moral decisions autonomously (#32). 
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A B C D E

28.
An ethical leader does not tolerate unethical behavior; 
(s)he immediately imposes sanctions

-3 +1 -3 0 +2

29.
When awarding financial or other rewards, an ethical leader 
takes into account the moral behavior of employees

-2 -1 (-4) -2 (0)

31.
Even when someone has behaved unethically, an  
ethical leader remains respectful to that person

(+1) -1 (+2) -1 -2

32.
An ethical leader creates an environment for employees 
in which they can safely discuss and report things and 
they are not afraid to give bad news

(+4) +2 (+3) +1 +2

33.
An ethical leader frequently communicates about the 
norms and values of the organization and what (s)he  
expects from employees in that respect

-1 (+3) -2 0 0

37.
An ethical leader stimulates followers to think for 
themselves about what is and what is not appropriate  
and to independently make moral decisions

+1 +3 +2 -2 -1

39.
An ethical leader sets clear rules and procedures to  
prevent unethical behavior

-1 0 (-2) 0 (+4)

41.
An ethical leader sets realistic and motivating goals for its 
employees so that they are less inclined to violate moral rules

-1 -1 (-2) +1 +1

43. An ethical leader behaves ethically both at work and at home (-3) (+1) (0) (-4) (-2)

Note: Statements that are statistically distinguishing for a factor at p <.05 are presented in brackets.

Table 4.4  Key statements for Factor C (continued) leader is willing to go through fire for you, then that creates respect and you will behave 
appropriately.” In a related vein, Social Builders should be caring and show an interest 
in the welfare of others: “With that you gain trust and make them feel comfortable. That 
stimulates their functioning. […] When someone feels comfortable, that person will do 
the right thing in everything, also at work.” Even more so than the Safe Haven Creator, 
the Social Builder should also be approachable and listen well to others (#6). Too much 
emphasis on holding people accountable or penalizing people, on the other hand, is 
detrimental to the relationship between the leader and his or her followers. Similar to 
the Moral Motivator perspective, respondents in the Social Builder view considered 
aspects of discipline (#23, #25, #27) much less important to ethical leadership. 

In sharp contrast to the other IELT, it is crucial for Social Builders to involve 
stakeholders before making a decision (#18). Because in this IELT determining what 
is right and what is not is explicitly seen as a shared effort—respondents considered 
neither strict adherence to the leader’s own principles (#9) nor complete autonomous 
moral decision-making desirable (#37): “You have to be consistent, otherwise 
principles aren’t principles anymore […] But acting only on your own principles is even 
more wrong. Principles should be shared” [emphasis in original]. As a consequence, 
and in sharp contrast to the Moral Motivator and Safe Haven Creator perspective, 
communication about ethics and integrity is deemed a necessary aspect of ethical 
leadership (#36). However, proponents of the Social Builder view do emphasize that 
ethical leaders should not talk about it in a “preachy” manner.

Especially in the Social Builder view, respondents expect ethical leaders to look 
at situations from different perspectives and take into account both short- and 
long-term consequences in making decisions (#17). Like the Practicing Preacher, 
they should also stand up against injustice and show moral courage, even when it 
is detrimental to the organization (#44). In fact, ethical leaders are expected to place 
the interests of society above the interests of the organization or themselves (#7).  
This marks a sharp contrast to the other IELT and the Boundaries Setter perspective 
in particular. As one respondent explained, “I assume that the principles of an ethical 
leader incorporate the interests of society. The greater good. And the interests in 
the long term.” Another respondent however, did stress the dilemma in such action: 
“That is really difficult sometimes, but I think that people who are really good in ethical 
leadership do strive for that.” 

4.4.5 Factor D: The Social Builder
The fourth IELT (see Table 4.5) portrays ethical leaders as Social Builders: ethical 
leaders for whom social interactions and greater societal interests play a central role 
in their attempt to foster ethical behavior. While notable similarities exist with both the 
Safe Haven Creator and Practicing Preacher, in the Social Builder perspective ethical 
leaders focus much more than any of the other implicit ethical leadership theories on 
building open, respectful and caring relations with others, fostering shared goals and 
values, and standing up for the greater good. 

Particularly characteristic of this fourth IELT is that proponents of the Social Builder 
expect their ethical leaders to be loyal to their employees and stand up for them when 
needed: “I am loyal to my work, so I also want that from my leader” and “When a 
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Note: Statements that are statistically distinguishing for a factor at p <.05 are presented in brackets.

NUMBER STATEMENT
FACTOR 

A B C D E

1.
An ethical leader is an ethical, reliable person that  
acts on the basis of principles

0 +3 +1 +4 +1

5.
An ethical leader is caring and shows visible interest  
in the welfare of others

0 (-3) +1 +2 -1

6.
An ethical leader is approachable and listens well  
to other people

+2 (-2) +2 +4 +3

7.
An ethical leaders puts the interests of society  
above those of the organization or him or herself

-2 -2 -3 (+1) (-4)

9.
An ethical leader acts according to his or her own  
principles and is prepared to defend those principles 
even when (s)he is under pressure

0 -2 -1 -3 0

10.
An ethical leader shows vulnerability by being open to 
criticism and showing others that (s)he also sometimes 
makes mistakes

(+2) -1 (+4) (0) -2

11. An ethical leader distributes work fairly (-2) (-4) (-4) (+1) (0)

13.
An ethical leader is loyal to its employees and stands  
up for them when necessary

+1 0 +1 +3 +3

14. An ethical leader has a modest attitude -4 -3 -1 -4 -4

15.
An ethical leader is charismatic and inspires others 
with his or her vision

(-4) -2 +3 +2 (+1)

17.
An ethical leader always looks at situations from different 
perspectives and in making decisions, takes account of  
the consequences in both the long and the short term

+2 (0) +2 (+3) +2

18.
In making a decision, an ethical leader firsts asks 
stakeholders for their opinion and truly takes those  
opinions into account

(0) -2 (-1) (+2) -3

20.
An ethical leader is open and honest about his or her 
choices and actions and is always willing to show 
accountability for them

+3 +4 (+1) +3 (-3)

23.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not 
allowed through punishments and rewards

-2 -1 -3 -3 (+1)

25.
An ethical leader stimulates employees to address  
unethical behavior among one another

(+2) (+1) 0 -2 -1

27.
When someone breaks the rules, an ethical leader 
talks to that person to make clear that such behavior  
is not acceptable

+1 +2 (-1) (-2) +2

NUMBER STATEMENT
FACTOR 

A B C D E

29.
When awarding financial or other rewards, an ethical leader 
takes into account the moral behavior of employees

-2 -1 (-4) -2 (0)

30.
An ethical leader carefully deals with reports of unethical 
behavior and always looks at different sides of the story

+3 +1 +1 +2 +1

36.
An ethical leader should not talk too much about ethics 
and integrity; in the end it is just about the behavior

(+4) 0 0 (-3) +1

37.
An ethical leader stimulates followers to think for  
themselves about what is and what is not appropriate  
and to independently make moral decisions

+1 +3 +2 -2 -1

38.
An ethical leader mostly emphasizes principles and values 
that should guide behavior, not the rules and procedures

-1 (+2) 0 -2 -3

43.
An ethical leader behaves ethically both at work and  
at home

(-3) (+1) (0) (-4) (-2)

44.
An ethical leader stands up against injustice and  
shows moral courage, even when that is detrimental  
to the organization

0 +2 0 +2 (-2)

Table 4.5  Key statements for Factor D (Social Builder)    Page 110-111 >> 

4.4.6 Factor E: The Boundaries Setter
The fifth and final ideal-typical implicit ethical leadership theory sees ethical leaders 
as Boundaries Setters (see Table 4.6): individuals who are fair and loyal towards 
followers, but who also ‘tell it like it is’ and set clear boundaries for behavior. In 
contrast to the four other views on ethical leadership, this view suggests that the 
norms for behavior must be set and clarified primarily by ethical leaders themselves 
and subsequently enforced in a very strict and consistent manner.

Important especially for Boundaries Setters is that they make just decisions and 
ensure that everyone is treated fairly (#12). Therefore, and unlike in the Safe Haven 
Creator perspective for instance, respondents with this IELT expect ethical leaders to 
always act carefully and consciously (#3) and do what they say and say what they do 
(#19): “That also has to do with reliability. When you say ‘this is what I am going to do,’ 
then you just have to do it. If my boss doesn’t adhere to what was agreed upon, then I 
don’t think I have to either.” Similar to Social Builders, Boundaries Setters are also loyal 
to their employees and stand up for them when necessary (#13). Respondents holding 
this view however, differ somewhat from Moral Motivators and especially from Safe 
Haven Creators, Practicing Preachers, and Social Builders in that they do not expect 



4

112 113

The full range of implicit ethical leadership theories: a Q-method studyPART I  /  Chapter 4

Table 4.6  Key statements for Factor E (Boundaries Setter) 

NUMBER STATEMENT

FACTOR 

A B C D E

3. An ethical leader always acts very carefully and consciously (-3) -1 -1 0 (+2)

6.
An ethical leader is approachable and listens well to 
other people

+2 (-2) +2 +4 +3

7.
An ethical leaders puts the interests of society above
those of the organization or him or herself

-2 -2 -3 (+1) (-4)

10.
An ethical leader shows vulnerability by being open to 
criticism and showing others that (s)he also sometimes 
makes mistakes

(+2) -1 (+4) (0) -2

11. An ethical leader distributes work fairly (-2) (-4) (-4) (+1) (0)

12.
An ethical leader makes just decisions and makes sure 
that everyone is treated fairly

+1 0 (-1) +1 (+4)

13.
An ethical leader is loyal to its employees and stands 
up for them when necessary

+1 (0) +1 +3 +3

14. An ethical leader has a modest attitude -4 -3 -1 -4 -4

17.
An ethical leader always looks at situations from different 
perspectives and in making decisions, takes account of
the consequences on both the long and the short term

+2 (0) +2 (+3) +2

18.
In making a decision, an ethical leader firsts asks
stakeholders for their opinion and truly takes those 
opinions into account

(0) -2 (-1) (+2) -3

19.
An ethical leader does what (s)he says and says 
what (s)he does

-1 +2 +3 0 +3

20.
An ethical leader is open and honest about his or her 
choices and actions and is always willing to show 
accountability for them

+3 +4 (+1) +3 (-3)

23.
An ethical leader makes clear what is and what is not
allowed through punishments and rewards

-2 -1 -3 -3 (+1)

27.
When someone breaks the rules, an ethical leader talks 
to that person to make clear that such behavior is not 
acceptable

+1 +2 (-1) (-2) +2

28.
An ethical leader does not tolerate unethical behavior;
(s)he immediately sanctions it

-3 +1 -3 0 +2

29.
When awarding financial or other rewards, an ethical 
leader takes into account the moral behavior of 
employees

-2 -1 (-4) -2 (0)

ethical leaders to always be open and honest about their decisions and actions or to 
account for them to others (#20). As one respondent put it, “[a]s an employee, I think 
you should trust the leader’s judgment on what is right for the organization. As a leader, 
you can talk about your choices but you don’t necessarily have to always account 
for them.” The Boundaries Setter perspective also differs from other implicit ethical 
leadership theories in that its proponents do not expect the leader to be particularly 
open or vulnerable (#10): “A leader should act as a leader, even in difficult times.” 

Boundaries Setters first and foremost should know what they want and expect from 
employees and do not ‘beat about the bush.’ Unlike Social Builders, the interests of 
the organization come first for Boundaries Setters, meaning that to be ethical leaders 
do not have to put the interests of society above their own interests or those of the 
organization (#7). Nor should Boundaries Setters have to stand up against injustice 
or show moral courage when doing so is detrimental to the organization (#44), as 
Practicing Preachers and  Social Builders are expected to do: “The interests of society, 
of course they are important, but I do of course work for an organization. You can’t take 
everyone in to account [if you want] to set up a good organization.” Diverging from the 
common values-based approach implicit in the other views on ethical leadership, and 
taking a much more procedural approach than Moral Motivators deem appropriate, 
respondents holding this view furthermore expect Boundaries Setters to set clear rules 
and procedures to prevent unethical behavior, not dwell on vague principles and values 
(#38 and #39): “I think it is most important that it is clear what is expected of employees, 
that there are clear boundaries.” Contrary to Practicing Preachers and Social Builders, 
such rules and procedures originate primarily from Boundaries Setters themselves: 
proponents of this view do not feel that asking followers and other stakeholders what 
they think (#18) or having open conversations about appropriate behavior (#34) is all 
that necessary. Explaining how moral decisions are made (#21) the way a Safe Haven 
Creator would, is not considered particularly important either. After all, one respondent 
pointed out, “if you have to discuss everything, you don’t get any further.” 

If an employee does eventually cross the line and violates (moral) rules, then the 
Boundaries Setters are expected to step in and talk to the violator to make clear 
that such behavior is unacceptable (#27): “Otherwise it of course becomes a mess.” 
Boundaries Setters do not tolerate any form unethical behavior but immediately 
imposes sanctions (#28). Compared to the other IELT and especially the Safe Haven 
Creator and Moral Motivator, proponents of the Boundaries Setter view thus consider 
the use of punishment and reward much more important to ethical leadership and 
place less importance on remaining respectful to someone who has behaved 
unethically (#31). Figure 4.2 summarizes the five views on ethical leadership while 
table 4.7 highlights the most notable differences between the views.
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Personal integrity at home and at work -- +/- +/- -- -

Authenticity and self-reflection +/- +/- ++ +/- +/-

Vulnerability and openness to criticism + +/- ++ +/- -

Strong personal principles +/- - +/- -- +/-

Charisma and inspiring vision -- - ++ + +/-

Caring and interest +/- -- +/- + +/-

Serviceability - -- +/- +/- +/-

Focus on employee development +/- -- +/- +/- +/-

Conscientiousness -- +/- +/- +/- +

Personal accountability and openness ++ ++ + ++ --

Approachability and listening + - + ++ ++

Loyalty to employees +/- +/- +/- ++ ++

Distributive fairness - -- -- +/- +/-

Fair decision-making and treatment +/- +/- +/- +/- ++

Adherence to law and societal norms +/- +/- - +/- +/-

Primary concern for societal interests - - -- + --

Multiple perspective taking + +/- + ++ +

Principled decision-making +/- ++ +/- ++ +/-

Moral courage +/- + +/- + -

Stakeholder involvement and empowerment +/- - +/- + --

Creating a safe environment ++ + ++ +/- +

Role modeling + ++ + +/- +/-

Setting realistic and motivating goals +/- +/- - +/- +/-

Accountability, punishment and rewards - +/- -- -- +

Principles and values over rules and procedures +/- + + - --

Stimulating peer-to-peer accountability + +/- +/- - +/-

Frequent and explicit communication about ethics +/- ++ - +/- +/-

Explication of moral decision-making processes ++ +/- +/- +/- +/-

Stimulating independent moral decision-making +/- ++ + - +/-

NUMBER STATEMENT

FACTOR 

A B C D  E

31.
Even when someone has behaved unethically, an 
ethical leader remains respectful to that person

(+1) -1 (+2) -1 -2

32.
An ethical leader creates an environment for employees
in which they can safely discuss and report things and 
they aren't afraid to give bad news

(+4) +2 (+3) +1 +2

34.
An ethical leader holds open conversations with the 
team about what they consider acceptable behavior and
discusses the ethical dilemmas that can occur in their work

0 (+1) 0 0 (-2)

38.
An ethical leader mostly emphasizes principles and values 
that should guide behavior, not the rules and procedures

-1 (+2) 0 -2 -3

39.
An ethical leader sets clear rules and procedures to 
prevent unethical behavior

-1 0 (-2) 0 (+4)

43.
An ethical leader behaves ethically both at work 
and at home

(-3) (+1) (0) (-4) (-2)

44.
An ethical leader stands up against injustice and
shows moral courage, even when that is detrimental 
to the organization

0 +2 0 +2 (-2)

Table 4.6  Key statements for Factor E (continued) Table 4.7   Main differences in relative importance of attributes        

Note: Statements that are statistically distinguishing for a factor at p <.05 are presented in brackets.
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Figure 4.2 Summary of ideal-typical implicit ethical leadership theories

PRACTICING 
PREACHER

The leader role models very high 
ethical standards for behavior, but also actively 
puts ethics and integrity on the agenda. The 

leader communicates frequently and explicitly about 
ethics in order to stimulate autonomous ethical 

decision-making among followers. (S)he holds open 
discussions with followers about their values and norms 

and the dilemmas they encounter in their work. The 
leader emphasizes the general principles and 

values that should guide 
behavior, not the specific rules 

and procedures.

BOUNDARIES 
SETTER

The leader always acts carefully and 
consciously, makes just decisions and ensures 

that everyone is treated fairly. The leader is also loyal 
to employees and stands up for them when needed. The 

leader formulates very clear boundaries for behavior and 
enforces rules in a strict and consistent manner. (S)he
does not tolerate unethical behavior and immediately 

sanctions transgressions. The leader does not 
necessarily have to put the interests of society 

above his or her own interests or 
those of the organization.

SOCIAL
BUILDER

The leader creates and maintains 
strong socio-emotional relationships with followers. 

(S)he is caring, respectful and loyal towards followers 
and stands up for them when necessary. The leader 
emphasizes shared goals, moral values and principles. 

(S)he always looks at situations from different perspectives 
and involves stakeholders in decision-making processes. 

The leader stands up for the greater good and shows 
moral courage, even when that is detrimental 

to the organization. 

THE IDEAL 
ETHICAL LEADER

MORAL 
MOTIVATOR

The leader has a strong moral character. 
(S)he is authentic and charismatic. Through 

his/her moral character, vision, and own ethical behavior, 
the leader inspires followers to behave ethically as well. The 
leader engages in a great deal of self-reflection, is open to 

criticism, and willing to admit that (s)he makes mistakes 
sometimes. The leader doesn’t make ethics a priority in the 

organization or their leadership; (s)he trusts and inspires 
followers to think for themselves about what is and 

what is not appropriate behavior and to 
make the right moral decisions 

autonomously.

SAFE HAVEN 
CREATOR

A leader who stimulates ethics by creating
an environment for employees in which they can 

safely discuss and report things. The leader believes 
that making mistakes is human and gives people a 

second chance. The leader role models ethical behavior, 
is open and honest about his/her own choices and 

actions, and shows willingness to account for them. The 
leader does not talk about ethics and integrity too 

much. The leader is foremost an approachable 
person that followers can turn to 
when they encounter problems.

4.4.7 Additional observations
Given its small sample size, Q-methodology does not allow any conclusions on the 
extent to which different views are endorsed by particular groups of people; this 
requires further examination using large-scale survey methods. Nevertheless, some 
interesting observations emerge from closer examination of the characteristics of the 
respondents in each of the clusters. While there is a serious possibility that these 
observations are simply the result of sampling error, they might also be an indication 
of which individual, work, and organizational characteristics may be relevant to the 
development of individuals’ implicit ethical leadership theories. 

Most notably, the Practicing Preacher view on ethical leadershipwas especially 
popular among the highly educated respondents (see Appendix IV). Close inspection of 
the characteristics of respondents’ work environment and the interview data indicates 
that these differences in IELT most likely stem from the nature of respondents’ jobs: in 
most cases, the respondents endorsing the Practicing Preacher were professionals 
holding positions with high levels of autonomy and complexity. Hence, it may be that 
in their work these respondents are more likely to be confronted with ambiguous 
situations in which the decision to be made can have important, far-reaching (moral) 
implications. The interviews also suggest these respondents are accustomed to 
working autonomously and having decision-making power. Thus it makes sense 
that they prefer an approach to ethical leadership that explicitly addresses the moral 
dilemmas occurring in their work environment while still stimulating employees to make 
autonomous moral decisions based on fundamental moral principles. Conversely, 
the explicitly ethics-focused and more abstract approach of the Practicing Preacher 
may appeal less to respondents with lower and mid-level education because their 
jobs evoke fewer moral dilemmas and/or their decisions have no particularly great 
moral implications. 

The analysis also revealed that nine of the ten respondents that loaded significantly 
on the Safe Haven Creator view were male. No clear explanation for this could be 
deduced from the data, though, and there were no other indications that respondents’ 
sex, age, or tenure had shaped their views on ethical leadership. In the interviews, 
several respondents did emphasize that their ranking of the Q-statements would 
have been different were they (still) working in a different (public or private) sector; for 
example, as regards the explicit discussion of ethics or a focus on the greater good and 
societal impact, they would have preferred more (public sector) or less (private sector). 
A few respondents also suggested that certain aspects of ethical leadership are more 
or less important depending on the management level at which the leader operates: 
the higher up in the hierarchy, the more important explicit communication about ethics 
may be, for instance. Yet despite these suggestions, the analysis of the Q-sorts did not 
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the five implicit ethical leadership theories will thus be examined in greater depth. 
Of the five IELT, the Practicing Preacher most closely resembles the ‘integrity 

approach’ that academic conceptualizations of ethical leadership promote (Brown 
et al., 2005; Maesschalck, 2004; Treviño et al., 2003). The other views on ethical 
leadership, however, show interesting deviations from the literature. Respondents differ 
for instance in their endorsement of communication about ethics: while it is a critical 
part of ethical leadership in most academic studies (Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et 
al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013), respondents with a Moral Motivator perspective on ethical 
leadership considered it superfluous, and those adhering to the Safe Haven Creator 
view stressed that ethical leaders certainly should not talk about ethics too much. In 
addition, reinforcement behaviors were remarkably unpopular in four of the five IELT. 
This finding is consistent with a recent study by Eisenbeiß and Brodbeck (2014) that 
questions the transactional, compliance-based side of Brown et al.’s ethical leadership 
model. The discrepancy between respondents’ IELT and academic conceptualizations 
may furthermore explain why in quantitative studies communication and reinforcement 
do not always load on the same factor as the other aspects of ethical leadership (e.g., 
Lasthuizen, 2008; Ruiz, Ruiz, & Martínez, 2011). 

Divergence from academic literature was also found in other elements of the five 
IELT. Although most scholars do not consider authenticity and charisma to be part 
of the ethical leadership construct (Brown & Treviño, 2006; see, however, Kaptein, 
2003), respondents endorsing the Moral Motivator view asserted that, to them, 
these were among the most vital prerequisites for ethical leaders. Power sharing and 
concern for long-term sustainability, which Kalshoven et al. (2011; see also Resick 
et al., 2006) indicate as dimensions of ethical leadership, are important aspects in 
the Social Builder and Practicing Preacher views on ethical leadership but less or 
even not at all in the other perspectives. While the results confirm the vital role of the 
leader’s own character and integrity in most IELT, the relative importance and precise 
meaning of ethical awareness, community-focus or people-orientation (cf. Resick et 
al., 2006; Resick et al., 2009) differs between the five IELT. 

The data suggest that the above differences among IELT and between IELT 
and academic conceptualizations may be at least partly due to differences in the 
structural characteristics of the respondents’ work environment. Most notably, it was 
exclusively higher educated respondents, most of whom are professionals with jobs 
that involve high levels of autonomy, who endorsed the Practicing Preacher view. This 
is consistent with previous research that shows that a more explicit and empowering 
values-based approach to ethical leadership is most effective among those working 
in high autonomy jobs and a work context in which moral ethical orientations are 
particularly salient (Eisenbeiss & Giessner, 2012; Kalshoven et al., 2013b; Piccolo et 

indicate statistically significant differences between the views of respondents working 
in the public or private sector or at different levels of the organization. 

4.5 Discussion and Conclusions

4.5.1  Discussion
This study explored the implicit ethical leadership theories (IELT) that occur among 
working adults in the Netherlands. The results are consistent with previous research 
on IELT and the results of Chapter 3 in that they indicate that different (groups of) 
people within a specific cultural setting hold partially different views on what ethical 
leadership entails. The Q-study specifically identified views on the ideal ethical leader: 
(1) the Safe Haven Creator, (2) the Practicing Preacher, (3) the Moral Motivator, (4) the 
Social Builder, and (5) the Boundaries Setter. These IELT are summarized in Figure 4.2. 

As expected, the five IELT together show considerable resemblance to the ethical 
leadership model developed by Brown, Treviño and colleagues (Brown & Treviño, 2006; 
Brown et al., 2005; Treviño et al., 2003). Unlike previous studies however, the present 
study delineates both commonalities and differences in how people conceptualize 
ethical leadership; it does not summarize and synthesize different perspectives into a 
single, homogenous conceptualization and measure of ethical leadership. In doing so, 
the results highlight both mainstream and more marginalized views on ethical leadership. 
Focusing on followers’ expectations rather than leaders’ characteristics and behavior, 
the results show that, even within a specific cultural setting, followers value different 
things in ethical leadership and have different understandings and expectations of 
aspects such as communication about ethics or the use of reinforcement. This variform 
universal nature of ethical leadership (cf. Bass, 1997) can help explain variability in 
individuals’ perceptions and evaluations of ethical leadership (cf. Brown & Mitchell, 
2010; Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Hunter, 2012; Jordan et al., 2013). 

The results imply that people maintain partly different standards to distinguish 
between ‘ethically neutral’ and ‘ethical leadership’ (cf. Treviño et al., 2003). Hence, 
what scholars would typically denote as ‘ethically neutral’ leadership (e.g., an 
approach such as that of the Moral Motivator or Safe Haven Creator), may in fact have 
an important impact on follower ethical behavior where ‘ethical leadership’ might 
have limited effect or in specific cases even be counterproductive. Considering prior 
research on implicit leadership theories in general (House et al., 2002; Hunt et al., 
1990; Lord & Maher, 1991; Nye, 2005; Nye & Forsyth, 1991) such effects of IELT 
indeed seem likely. Additional empirical research is needed, however, to confirm the 
effect of IELT on followers’ evaluations of ethical leadership. In Chapter 7 the role of 
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al., 2010). That is, in work environments where followers have considerable discretion 
and the work tends to evoke difficult and impactful moral dilemmas followers may 
expect more explicit discussions about the moral principles and values that should 
guide their decision-making and behavior. Conversely, a study by Detert et al. (2007) 
found no effect of a Practicing Preacher approach to ethical leadership in a restaurant 
setting. In this latter setting, autonomy and moral risks tend to be rather low and 
boundaries for appropriate behavior are generally much clearer (Detert et al., 2007). 
Perhaps then, followers in such low-autonomy work environments are more likely to 
expect a Safe Haven Creator or Boundaries Setter. Given that such IELT are likely to 
shape followers’ perceptions of ethical leadership (Hunt et al., 1990; Lord & Maher, 
1991; Nye, 2005; see also Van den Akker et al., 2009), the dissertation will examine the 
distribution of implicit ethical leadership theories among managers and employees 
and their systematic variation across people operating in different work environments 
in Chapters 6 and 8, respectively. 

Contrary to the results in Chapter 3, the research indicated no differences between 
the implicit ethical leadership theories of respondents working in public or private 
sector organizations. One explanation for this may be that sector-level effects in fact 
are too distal to be directly related to respondents’ views on what ethical leadership 
should entail (Dickson et al., 2006). Instead, Dickson and colleagues (2006) suggest, 
within-organization factors may be more influential in shaping people’s needs and 
expectations of (ethical) leadership. Following up on this line of reasoning, perhaps 
the differences found between public, hybrid, and private sector managers in Chapter 
3 were not necessarily a reflection of the publicness of the organization in which the 
respondents operate, but rather a reflection of the publicness and/or significance of 
the specific tasks that the respondents in that study performed. Neither the data of 
the present nor the preceding study, above, provide sufficient information to establish 
definitively if this is indeed the case. A second explanation for why there were no clear 
indications for public-private differences in IELT is of methodological nature: given 
that the groups of respondents with similar IELT were rather small (between 6 and 12 
respondents in five different groups), a small or even moderate effect of publicness 
is particularly difficult to detect and sampling error is likely to occur. To test whether 
task publicness and/or task significance indeed help shape followers’ IELT, Chapter 
8 follows-up on the current research with a large-sample survey study. 

4.5.2  Limitations
The main limitations of this study relate to the generalizability of the results. First, 
although Q-methodology is well-suited to describing subjective views and generalizing 
findings to the population of views on a particular topic (De Graaf & Van Exel, 2008), 

the overall size of the sample only allows for conclusions on the existence and 
content of IELT:  it does not allow me to draw conclusions regarding the distribution 
or popularity of each IELT among managers and employees. Therefore this issue will 
be examined further in Chapter 6 of the dissertation. Similarly, while in the interviews 
many respondents did relate their Q-sorts to practices they had experienced or 
observed around them, it remains unclear to what extent managers’ practices actually 
meet these ideal views on ethical leadership and to what extent the IELT affect the 
ethical leadership process (see, however, Chapter 7 of this dissertation and Van den 
Akker et al., 2009). Nevertheless, while at this point the predictive validity of the IELT 
identified in this study remains to be seen, a structured overview of the commonalities 
and the differences in implicit ethical leadership theories seems a necessary first 
step in better understanding individual variation in perceptions of ethical leadership. 
Moreover, because of the theoretical sampling procedure used to select respondents, 
conclusions on the contents of the IELT would likely have been similar had I selected 
an even larger sample or different respondents (Thomas & Baas, 1992; Watts & 
Stenner, 2005). At most, an additional, perhaps more marginalized view on ethical 
leadership may emerge when applying the same Q-set on a different sample. Such 
a finding however, does negate the existence of the IELT found in the present study. 

A second limitation is that this study was conducted only in the Netherlands. 
A basic assumption of Q-methodology is that only a limited number of distinct 
viewpoints exist on any given issue and all views are thus revealed when using a 
well-structured Q-sample and P-set (Brown, 1980). However, as Resick et al. (2006; 
2009) and Martin et al. (2009) indicate, there are cross-cultural differences in how 
people understand ethical leadership. The latter implies that the meaning and ranking 
of the specific statements used in this study may differ when the Q-set is applied 
in international comparative settings. Resick et al. (2006; 2009) and Martin et al. 
(2009) also show that cross-cultural differences relate primarily to the degree to 
which specific aspects of ethical leadership are endorsed, not the components of 
the IELT themselves. Nevertheless, the possibility that additional IELT exist cannot be 
excluded beforehand and further research that examines the validity of the present 
findings cross-culturally is needed.

Third, the abstract nature of both the method and the topic of ‘ethical leadership’ 
may have been a source of bias. While in most cases the Q-sorting exercise proved 
a powerful and insightful means for respondents to structure and reflect on their 
opinion on the topic at hand (cf. Donner, 2001), it is also an intensive task that requires 
substantial input from the participant. The difficulty of the Q-sorting task may be 
further heightened by the abstract words included in some of the statements of the 
Q-set (e.g. ‘moral’, ‘ethical’, etc.). Specifically, while the statements were thoroughly 
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ethics, that manager’s communicative efforts may have limited or perhaps even a 
negative effect on the respondent. While further research is necessary to establish 
the predictive validity of the IELT identified in the present study (see Chapter 7), 
studies on more general implicit leadership theories suggest IELT are indeed likely 
to affect followers’ perception and judgment of ethical leadership (cf. Engle & Lord, 
1997; Epitropaki & Martin, 2004, 2005; Kenney et al., 1994; Lord & Maher, 1991). As 
such, implicit theories of ethical leadership may not only have significant substantive 
effects but are also a likely source of bias in standard quantitative measurement 
of ethical leadership (Gioia & Sims, 1985; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001; Phillips, 1984; 
Phillips & Lord, 1981; Rush et al., 1977).

It is important to note that the findings do not negate the value of existing 
measures of ethical leadership, nor are they intended as an alternative measure of 
ethical leadership. Nonetheless, the results do warrant a more thorough examination 
of respondents’ endorsement of the characteristics and behaviors that are measured 
in existing ethical leadership scales and further exploration of group differences in 
the scales’ measurement models. Taking an approach somewhat similar to that 
taken by van den Akker et al. (2009), it would be interesting to ask respondents not 
only to indicate the aspects that they observe in their leader (i.e., what the leader 
does), but also the extent to which they would prefer their leader to exhibit such 
characteristics and behaviors (i.e., what the leader should do). The (in)consistency 
between what the leader does and should do according to the follower may provide 
a (partial) explanation for that ethical leader’s effectiveness. Additionally, individual, 
organizational and societal factors that might shape followers’ implicit ethical 
leadership theories can be used to conduct group comparisons of measurement 
models. As an example, one might examine whether different measurement models 
of ethical leadership (using for instance Brown et al.’s (2005) ELS or Kalshoven et al.’s 
(2011) ELW scales) apply to followers with high versus low autonomy jobs or across 
different types of organizations and industries. 

An alternative avenue for future research that will be pursued in Chapters 5 through 
8 of this dissertation is to use the Q-study results to develop additional measures for 
more extensive survey research on the origins and effects of IELT. While translating 
rich Q-method results into valid and reliable survey measures is by no means an easy 
task, Baker et al. (2010) provide some excellent suggestions. Perhaps the most valid 
strategy (Baker et al., 2010) is to develop vignettes that provide a short, coherent and 
representative version of each of the views identified in the Q-study (cf. Figure 4.2). 
As Baker et al. point out (2010) by using vignettes rather than separate test-items, 
one allows respondents to evaluate the factors that emerged from the Q study as 
a whole. Hence, the statements that made up the Q-sort remain in their original 

tested and the formulation of most statements was similar to or even literal quotes 
from the qualitative interviews and pilot studies, statements may not always have 
been phrased in a language that appealed equally to lower and more highly educated 
respondents. Hence, there is the possibility that differences in IELT pertaining to 
the respondents’ education level and job type are to some extent an artifact of the 
specific language of the statements in the Q-set. 

A final limitation, also related to the Q-set, is the fact that several of the statements 
contained multiple characteristics and behaviors and one statement was phrased 
negatively. In some cases, these double statements were taken from interviews with 
respondents in the qualitative study in Chapter 3; in other cases, they were the result 
of the pilot tests that indicated that respondents generally considered these as very 
closely related and thus could best be ranked together. Their combination into one 
statement was initially considered acceptable since the extensive interviews that 
followed the Q-sorting would allow respondents to elaborate on their interpretation 
of all aspects in the statements and resolve any ambiguity in the statements through 
their ranking and comments (cf. De Graaf, 2001). In retrospect however, the ambiguity 
in the formulation of these statements may have complicated the Q-sorting task for 
respondents and prohibited a simple analysis of the factor analysis. Thus the results 
of the factor analysis, and especially the factor scores on the statements in question, 
should be interpreted with great caution and always be considered in the context of the 
comments of the respondents that load on that particular factor. For future Q-studies 
on ethical leadership it is recommended the Q-set employed here be further refined. 

4.5.3  Theoretical implications and future research
Both the similarities and differences in implicit ethical leadership theories found in 
this study have important implications for research and theory. For one, clustering 
the IELT into groups of respondents that hold similar views is an important first step 
towards identifying collective expectations in particular work contexts, which holds 
the most practical promise for managers in understanding what employees expect 
of them in terms of ethical leadership (cf. Offermann et al., 1994). The differences in 
these (individual and collective) IELT meanwhile, are an important factor to consider 
when studying the effects of ethical leadership. Differences between respondents’ 
implicit ethical leadership theories and the conceptualizations underlying existing 
ethical leadership measures can help explain why ethical leadership is not always 
as effective as expected. To illustrate, respondents might indicate that their manager 
discusses values and ethics with employees, which in most ethical leadership 
measures implies a higher ethical leadership score for that manager. However, if 
that same respondent has a strong aversion to ‘abstract’ or ‘vague’ discussions of 
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have long-term consequences for the quality of the interaction between managers 
and employees. Furthermore, DeRue and Ashford (2010) show that matching a 
person’s implicit (ethical) leadership theories to his or her self-concept facilitates the 
taking on of a leader identity. 

However, Schyns and colleagues (2011) stress that implicit theories, by definition, 
are not necessarily conscious in those who hold them and propose teaching implicit 
leadership theories through awareness-raising exercises. In this respect, the Q-sorting 
exercise used in the present study can also be a powerful tool for practitioners. During 
the Q-interviews, respondents repeatedly indicated that although they initially may 
have found the task a little difficult, ranking the statements helped them to reflect on 
their preferences more deliberately and explicitly, to think more critically about their 
own practices, and to sharpen and clarify their views on ethical leadership—both to 
the interviewer and to themselves. In fact, respondents suggested that the ranking of 
statements not only raised issues and choices in ethical leadership that they perhaps 
would not have addressed otherwise, but that in some cases the Q-sorting also gave 
them new insights and ideas that they could apply in practice. Since such reflection 
and evaluation can be critical to developing and training ethical leaders; ethics trainers 
may consider incorporating a Q-sorting exercise in their programs to help leaders 
and followers better understand (a) how implicit ethical leadership theories develop 
and manifest themselves in the ethical leadership process, and (b) how a reputation 
for ethical leadership is developed and shaped (cf. Schyns et al., 2011). 

4.5.5  Conclusion
Is it in fact true then, that “one style of ethical leadership fits all”? Based on the 
results of the analysis, a tentative response would be “not necessarily.” Using 
a Q-methodological approach, the present study revealed five views on the ideal 
ethical leader that managers and employees may hold: (1) the Safe Haven Creator; 
(2) the Practicing Preacher; (3) the Moral Motivator; (4) the Social Builder; and (5) 
the Boundaries Setter. Each of these implicit ethical leadership theories indicates a 
different set of expectations and interpretations of what “ideal” ethical leaders look 
like, what they should do, and how they should do it. Insight into these differences in 
people’s ethical leadership expectations can assist managers to more systematically 
reflect on and perhaps adjust their own practices to become more effective ethical 
leaders. Furthermore, the results warrant further research that explores the situational 
nature of ethical leadership and help us to better understand the variations in ethical 
leadership effectiveness across different contexts. Even more so, they invite us as 
scholars to broaden our own views on what (effective) ethical leadership entails.

factor context. Using a Likert scale the survey research can subsequently assess the 
endorsement of the different implicit ethical leadership theories across lager samples 
(see Chapter 6) and examine their association with specific individual and contextual 
characteristics (Chapter 8). Furthermore, respondents can be asked to indicate the 
extent to which each of the vignettes matches their own leaders’ behavior. This 
enables an evaluation of the match between what leaders do and what they should 
do according to followers, and whether consistency between the two matters to the 
ethical leader’s effectiveness (see Chapter 7). 

Lastly, the variety found in respondents’ understanding of ethical leadership 
stresses the need for more methodological diversity in research on ethical leadership. 
While critical to our understanding of ethical leadership, the current focus on 
quantitative research no longer suffices: qualitative methods such as case studies 
and participant observation are also needed to gain more in-depth knowledge of 
how ethical leadership views and practices relate to both cultural and organizational 
contexts. Using a wider variety of research methods is critical for triangulation of data 
and enables a more in-depth examination of the validity of prevailing theoretical and 
empirical insights (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

4.5.4  Practical implications
The results of this study can raise managers’ awareness of the different expectations 
that employees will have of their ethical leadership and help them understand 
and acknowledge the role of followers’ cognitive and perceptual processes in the 
construction and acceptance of ethical leadership. In a similar manner as Chapter 3, 
in detailing the different views of ethical leadership and discussing the choices and 
nuances inherent in its practical application, the present study can help managers to 
critically reflect on their own and their employees’ ideas about ethical leadership. The 
overview of ethical leadership perspectives can also be used in (ethical) leadership 
training programs as a starting point for the discussion and evaluation of not only 
managers’ ethical leadership efforts. They may ask, for example, which approach 
to ethical leadership—if any—best describes the manager’s current practices? What 
kind of ethical leader would the manager like to be and why? What do the manager’s 
employees need and expect in terms of ethical leadership and to what extent does 
the manager’s leadership match these expectations? Should attempts be made to 
adjust employee expectations or the manager’s practices? Explicitly addressing such 
questions may help managers to better understand their interactions with employees 
and become more effective ethical leaders. Indeed, as Engle and Lord (1997; see also 
Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005) suggest, training managers in 
employees’ IELT could be a useful addition to less formal socialization processes and 


