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HOW IMPLICIT THEORIES 
SHAPE FOLLOWER  
PERCEPTIONS OF 
ETHICAL LEADERSHIP63

7.1 Introduction

The studies reported in Chapters 3, 4, and 6 highlight how individuals across different 
contexts differ in their implicit assumptions, beliefs, and expectations about what ethical 
leadership should entail. As argued in Chapter 2, such differences in implicit theories 
of ethical leadership (IELT) may lead to variability in how these individuals perceive 
and understand the characteristics and behaviors exhibited by their leader. However, 
while there is an increasing number of studies delineating individuals’ implicit theories 
of ethicalleadership (e.g., Keating et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; 
Resick et al., 2011; Resick et al., 2009), no empirical research exists on the extent 
to which such implicit theories affect subsequent observations of ethical leadership. 
In fact, when assessing ethical leadership and its effects, the variability in follower 
perceptions and its underlying causes are largely neglected (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; 
Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). Yet research on the relation between follower 
IELT and perceptions of ethical leadership may provide critical information about how 
reputations for ethical leadership are formed, why variability in follower perceptions of 
ethical leadership occurs, and, as a result, why the effects of ethical leadership vary 
across contexts and among the followers of one and the same leader (see Brown & 
Mitchell, 2010; Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Lord & Emrich, 2000). 

63 An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the International Workshop on Organizational Justice and 

Behavioral Ethics (Heres, 2013b).
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The aim of the present chapter is to highlight the importance of a more balanced 
approach to ethical leadership research that focuses on the roles of both the leader 
and followers. In line with the aforementioned research on ILT, this chapter examines 
if and how a lack of fit between followers’ IELT and managerial practices shapes 
followers’ subsequent perceptions of the manager’s overall ethical leadership. The 
chapter specifically answers sub-question 6 of the dissertation research: to what 
extent do employees’ expectations of ethical leadership match the attributes and 
behaviors they observe in their manager and how does this affect their perception of 
the ethical leadership behaviors they observe in their manager?

For scholars, the study is a reminder that measures of ethical leadership are not 
merely indications of ‘actual’ leader characteristics and behaviors, but are also likely 
to capture the extent to which these characteristics and behaviors meet the needs 
and expectations that followers have of ethical leadership. To the extent that empirical 
support is found for the assumption that IELT shape perceptions of ethical leadership, 
it furthermore provides an even stronger rationale for continuing the research on IELT 
and modifies previous research that considers ethical leadership from a primarily 
leader-centered perspective. In a more practical sense, the research reported in this 
chapter can help managers understand why adequate, ‘textbook’ ethical leadership 
may not always be perceived and interpreted as such by employees and so can be less 
effective than expected. The research also underscores the importance of engaging 
employees in discussion about their needs and expectations on ethical leadership, 
and seeking alignment between the IELT of employees and the ethical leadership 
practices of managers – either by altering the manager’s approach to ethical leadership 
to better fit the IELT of followers, or by developing a new, shared understanding of what 
employees can and should expect of ethical leadership and why.

7.2 Theoretical Framework

As discussed at length in Chapter 2, individuals have implicit assumptions, beliefs, 
and expectations about the characteristics and behaviors of leaders and leadership 
and that they use these as a benchmark to compare and interpret the behavior of 
other individuals (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Eden & Leviatan, 1975; Lord & Maher, 
1990, 1991; Offermann et al., 1994; Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Leader categorization 
research suggests that the extent to which an observed individual’s characteristics 
and behaviors subsequently match the observer’s implicit leadership theory 
determines whether the observer accepts that person as a leader or not (cf. DeRue & 
Ashford, 2010; Foti, Fraser, & Lord, 1982; Foti & Luch, 1992; House et al., 2002; Schyns 

& Schilling, 2011). Hence ILT are a framework that individuals use to distinguish between 
‘leaders’ and ‘non-leaders’ (Lord & Maher, 1991; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001; Phillips 
& Lord, 1981). In a similar vein, individuals’ assumptions, beliefs, and expectations 
of ethical leadership (i.e. their IELT) are likely to play an integral role in distinguishing 
ethical leaders from ethically neutral and unethical leaders and may moderate a 
manager’s ability to foster ethical decision-making and behavior among employees 
(e.g., Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Resick et al., 2006). However, with the exception of 
a recent study that shows a match between IELT and managerial ethical leadership 
practices heightens follower trust in the leader (Van den Akker et al., 2009), there is 
no empirical research to substantiate these presumed effects of IELT on perceptions 
of ethical leadership.  

The present study addresses this gap by examining empirically the relation between 
IELT and perceptions of ethical leadership. To this end, it defines ethical leadership 
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). It furthermore draws on the results of Chapter 4 to 
distinguish between five ideal-typical implicit theories on ethical leadership. Each of 
these five views on what constitutes ethical leadership in organizations emphasizes 
different aspects of ethical leadership (see Chapter 4 for a more detailed overview of 
the commonalities and differences between the IELT):

 ·  The Safe Haven Creator: a leader who creates an environment in which there 
is room to make mistakes and followers feel safe to speak up if necessary. 
The leader is open and honest about his or her decisions and actions, but 
explicit discussions about ethics and values are limited and ethical behavior is 
expected to be more or less self-evident.  

 ·  The Practicing Preacher: a leader who not only role models high ethical 
standards but also engages in frequent two-way communication about ethics 
and dilemmas. The leader emphasizes values and principles over rules and 
procedures. 

 ·  The Moral Motivator: a charismatic leader who role models strong moral 
character, authenticity, self-reflection, and openness to criticism. The leader does 
not make ethics a priority within the organization and leaves it up to followers to 
decide for themselves what is and what is not morally appropriate behavior.

 ·  The Social Builder: a leader who emphasizes shared values and norms within 
the group and creates and maintains a good relationship with followers. The 
leader always looks at situations from different perspectives, takes account 
of stakeholder and societal interests in decision-making and shows moral 
courage, even if that comes at a cost to the organization.
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 ·  The Boundaries Setter: a leader who sets clear boundaries and rules to prevent 
unethical behavior, and maintains these boundaries in a strict but just way. The 
leader is loyal and fair to followers, but does not tolerate unethical behavior. 

With respect to the IELT, two important points must be made. First, as clusters of 
individual viewpoints, these ideal-typical IELT need not fully match each individual’s 
IELT. In practice, an individual’s IELT is more likely an idiosyncratic, weighed mix 
of each these five ideal-typical IELT64. Second, while some of the IELT overlap 
considerably with academic definitions, others show interesting deviations from what 
scholars denote as ethical leadership (see e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et 
al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). Contrary to academic conceptualizations, for instance, 
the Moral Motivator emphasizes charisma, authenticity, and the leader’s own moral 
character over aspects moral management; in fact, respondents of the Q-study who 
endorsed this IELT were particularly skeptical of leadership behaviors explicitly aimed 
at fostering ethics within the organization (see Chapter 4). Similarly, the Boundaries 
Setter represents an IELT that is far more compliance-based than most academic 
conceptions of ethical leadership. Two-way communication about moral values 
and principles, according to this view, is unnecessary and undesirable. While the 
Boundaries Setter is not a particularly popular view of ethical leadership (see Chapter 
6), nevertheless marginalized views such as these may occur and could help explain 
why certain group members are less responsive to a manager’s ethical leadership 
than most others. 

The characteristics and behaviors included in working adults’ IELT are more specific 
and in some cases alternative manifestations of what scholars typically define as 
ethical leadership. Hence the degree of accord between an individual’s IELT and the 
characteristics and behaviors the individual observes in their leader is best conceived 
as the level of (dis)agreement between: (a) the individual’s idiosyncratic IELT, i.e. the 
product of that individual’s relative endorsement of each the five ideal-typical IELT, 
and (b) the extent to which the individual recognizes the attributes outlined in these 
ideal-typical IELT in their manager. In the following, the level of disagreement between 
these two is referred to as the IELT Recognition Discrepancy, or IRD.  

Consistent with the aforementioned research on ILT, which shows that it is the level 
of fit between an individual’s own ILT and the behavior observed in another person 
forms perceptions of leadership (e.g., Bresnen, 1995; Den Hartog et al., 1999; Engle 

64 Empirical support for this is found in Chapter 4, where respondents’ factor loadings on each of the five IELT 

factors indicates respondents load differently on each factor, with most favoring one or two specific factors but 

nevertheless loading on other factors to some extent as well. 

& Lord, 1997; Hunt et al., 1990; Kenney et al., 1994; Lord et al., 2001), IRD is likely 
to have a negative influence on an individual’s perception of the ethical leadership of 
their manager. That is, the discrepancy between ethical leadership expectations and 
specific observed behaviors, rather than the implicit ethical leadership theory per 
se, may negatively affect an employee’s overall judgment of their manager’s ethical 
leadership. 

Consider for example, an individual who is a strong endorser of the Boundaries 
Setter perspective on ethical leadership. This individual is likely to have a very 
particular understanding of what ‘discipline’ entails. His understanding of discipline 
will subsequently act as a lens through which he perceives, interprets, and evaluates 
the leader’s disciplining behavior (cf. DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Foti et al., 1982; Foti 
& Luch, 1992; Schyns & Schilling, 2011). For this individual, merely having a serious 
conversation with employees who have crossed the line will not suffice: anything 
short of immediate formal penalizing of unethical behavior is likely to be considered 
inconsistent with ethical leadership and will cause the individual to believe that the 
leader does not (sufficiently) discipline employees who violate ethical standards (see, 
e.g., the Ethical Leadership Scale of Brown et al., 2005). For an individual who strongly 
endorses the Safe Haven Creator however, that same serious conversation fits much 
better with their IELT and a more positive evaluation of that same disciplining behavior 
seems likely. Similarly, other aspects of ethical leadership concerning role modeling, 
communication about ethics, and ethical guidance may be shaped by discrepancies 
between the respondents’ own IELT and the specific characteristics and behaviors 
they observe in their leader. The main hypothesis in this chapter is therefore as follows: 

HYPOTHESIS 1  IELT Recognition Discrepancy has a negative effect on 
followers’ overall perceptions of the ethical leadership of 
their manager

 
7.3 Methodology

7.3.1 Samples and procedures
Given the dearth of research on the effects of IELT in general, and the association 
between IELT recognition discrepancy in particular, on perceptions of ethical 
leadership, I collected data from three different samples to test the main hypothesis. 
Doing so enhances the reliability of the conclusions drawn from the research and 
allows me to gauge the robustness of the effects found. The three samples are (I) 
a snowball-sample of working adults across a wide range of organizations, sectors 
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and industries (N = 355), (II) a sample of members from the Netherlands Institute of 
Psychology (N = 519), and (III) a sample of members of a semi-public organization (N 
= 391). Chapter 5 discussed each of the samples and the respective procedures for 
data collection in more detail. For sake of comparison, however, it is important to note 
here that there are several demographic differences between the samples. First, while 
the first two samples consist primarily of highly-educated working adults, the third 
sample is more diverse in terms of the educational background of the respondents. 
In addition, and consistent with the health care sector in general, respondents in the 
second sample consisted of 74% females, while the gender representation was more 
or less even in the other two samples. Finally, respondents in Sample III, on average, 
are somewhat older than their Sample I and Sample II counterparts. 

7.3.2 Measures

IELT Endorsement and IELT Recognition. Respondents were first presented with a 
very general description of ethical leadership as “leadership that is intended to foster 
integrity and ethical behavior within an organization”. Respondents were then asked 
to read through five vignettes, each representing one of the previously discussed 
implicit ethical leadership theories. Upon reading each vignette, respondents were 
asked to (1) rate the extent to which the description matched their own ideal image of 
an ethical leader, and (2) to indicate to what extent that same description matched the 
leadership style of their direct manager on a five-point Likert scale ranging from ‘no 
match at all’ to ‘very good match’. The first response reflects the respondent’s IELT 
Endorsement, the second reflects IELT Recognition. 

IELT–Recognition Discrepancy. I used the absolute difference65 between each IELT 
Endorsement minus the respective IELT Recognition scores. I subsequently calculated 
the IELT Recognition Discrepancy (IRD) score for each respondent by summing the 

65 As explained earlier, the five IELT are ideal-typical representations of IELT. Yet, as Chapter 4 shows, an individual’s 

IELT   is typically an idiosyncratic mix of each of these five IELT: an individual (dis)agrees to some degree with each 

of the IELT, as indicated by their higher or lower factor loading (either negatively or positively) on each of the five 

ideal-typical IELT. Including them in a model as separate variables implies measuring the effects of discrepancy on 

five smaller dimensions of a respondent’s IELT, rather than the effects of IELT recognition discrepancy as a whole. 

This would be both conceptually and empirically inconsistent with the notion of IELT and hence severely threatens 

the internal validity of the measure. Moreover, since I expect only a moderate effect of IRD overall, separating the 

IRD by including the IELT as distinct terms in a polynomial regression (cf. Edwards, 1994; 1995) would result in only 

very minimal, and in most cases insignificant effects. The conclusion would subsequently, and in my expectation 

erroneously, be that IRD has little to no effect on perceptions of ethical leadership. Finally, such an alternative >>

differences on the five IELT. Difference scores are a common approach in studies 
of congruency in general and implicit leadership theories in particular (e.g., Engle 
& Lord, 1997; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005). Edwards (1994; 1995), however, argues 
that the use of such scores is not without problems. He points to several specific 
problems that may occur in using absolute difference scores: (1) the scores are 
not readily interpretable; (2) there are a number of underlying butgenerally untested 
assumptions; (3) difference scores may confound the piecewise linear effects of its 
components; (4) models using difference scores may end up explaining variance 
beyond that associated with component measures. Following recommendations by 
Edwards (1994; 1995) and in accordance with Engle and Lord (1997) and Epitropaki 
and Martin (2005), I therefore tested a series of assumptions to examine whether 
the IELT Recognition Discrepancy was indeed an adequate measure to use in 
the subsequent analyses. The regression results in Appendix VII indicate that the 
absolute difference model explains a very substantial amount of variance in the IELT 
Recognition Discrepancy scores and provide clear support for Edward’s constraints. 
Additional principal components and reliability analyses further support the use of 
absolute difference score to assess the discrepancy between IELT Endorsement and 
IELT Recognition. 

Ethical Leadership. Ethical leadership was measured using a version of Brown et 
al.’s (2005) Ethical Leadership Scale translated into Dutch. Sample items include “my 
direct supervisor discusses integrity and values with his employees” and “my direct 
supervisor sanctions employees who have violated ethical norms”. CFA confirmed 
sufficient model fit of the ELS in all three samples, although several of the error terms 
are correlated (see Chapter 5). Cronbach’s alpha for the ELS range between .90 
(Sample I) and .93 (Samples II and III). 

Control variables. Along with demographic variables (sex, age, non-native ethnicity, 
education), the analysis controls for tenure, part-time employment and formal 
leadership position (see Chapter 5). 

<< approach would require much larger samples than the ones available here. Sufficient statistical power can only be 

achieved by pooling the data from the three samples. These samples however are, rather different in demographic 

composition and type of source. Controlling for all possible sample effects results in a very complex model, which 

is not only difficult to interpret but might also cause a loss of information on the different effects of IOD across the 

three samples. In conclusion, while the use of difference scores is admittedly not ideal, for the study on hand this 

approach was employed for reasons of internal validity, statistical power, and model parsimony.



7

200 201

How implicit theories shape follower perceptions of ethical leadershipPART II  /  Chapter 7

7.3.3 Analyses
The descriptive results for the Ethical Leadership Scale, the dependent variable in the 
model, indicate significant negative skew. To deal with the non-normality in the data 
and the correlated error terms of the ELS items (see Chapter 5), I first conducted the 
analyses for all three samples using structural equation modeling with bootstrapping 
(see Appendix VIII for a visualization of the tested model). I subsequently compared 
the results from these analyses to those of (1) standard linear regression analyses 
using the original ELS measure, and (2) standard linear regression analyses in which 
ELS scores were square root transformed to reduce the skewness in the variable as 
much as possible. This chapter presents the results of the standard linear regression 
model using a square root transformed ELS. Where the results of this analysis show 
relevant differences from the other two analyses, these are reported in the footnotes. 

In the first step of the regression analyses, I entered the demographic and 
organizational control variables. To control for the overlap between the ELS and the 
observed ethical leadership behaviors measured by the IELT Recognition measures, 
I added the latter in the second step. Finally, in the third step, I added the IELT 
Recognition Discrepancy as the main effect of the model. To test whether the Gauss-
Markov conditions are met, and ordinary least squares regression will produce the 
Best Linear Unbiased Estimate (i.e. whether the results are BLUE), I conducted a 
Breusch-Pagan test for heteroscedasticity in the residuals of the dependent variable66. 
In all three samples, the test was significant and the assumption of homoscedasticity 
had to be rejected. More robust estimates for the beta weights were thus necessary 
to get more accurate standard errors and heteroscedasticity-consistent regression 
results67. To obtain these robust S.E. estimates in SPSS, I employed the technique 
and SPSS macro outlined by Hayes and Cai (2007). The following reports only the 
heteroscedasticity-consistent regression results68. 

66 To conduct this test in SPSS I used the following macro: 

http://www.spsstools.net/Syntax/RegressionRepeatedMeasure/Breusch-PaganAndKoenkerTest.txt.

67 While the Gauss-Markov theorem also states that errors should be uncorrelated, no test for autocorrelation in non-

serial (i.e. cross-sectional) data is currently available in SPSS. However, to the extent that this assumption of OLS 

regression is also violated, its effect on the standard errors is largely resolved by the use of robust estimates. 

68 Using robust estimates only corrects bias in the standard error, not the regression coefficients themselves. For a 

more optimal assessment of both the standards errors and coefficients, generalized least squares analyses of the 

data at hand will be conducted in a follow-up study. This follow-up study is beyond the scope of the dissertation 

however.    

7.4 Results and Analysis

7.4.1 Descriptive results
Chapter 6 reported which of the IELT fit best with respondents’ ideal image of ethical 
leadership. When we compare those results to responses to the question which of 
the vignettes best fit the leadership style of their direct manager, there is a mismatch 
for 58.6% (Sample III) to 65.1% (Sample II) of the respondents. However, as stressed 
in the current chapter, the five ideal-typical IELT are neither mutually exclusive nor fully 
representative of any individual IELT. The idiosyncratic nature of both respondents’ 
IELT and of managers’ everyday leadership practices are thus best captured by 
looking at the relative scores on each IELT measure and how these scores deviate 
from the IELT recognition scores that what respondent to what extent they actually 
perceive the expected attributes in their direct manager. 

At face value, scores for the IELT Recognition Discrepancy (IRD) measure derived 
from these respective scores suggest a small to moderate degree of discrepancy 
between respondents’ ideal conceptions of ethical leadership and the leadership 
exhibited by their managers: the mean IRD ranges between 4.15 (Sample III) and 5.81 
(Sample II) on a scale from 0 to 20. To illustrate, when a respondent indicates that 
the Safe Haven is in full agreement with their own ideal image of ethical leadership 
(represented by a score of 5) while their manager’s characteristics and behavior are a 
‘fairly good match’ to what the vignette describes (represented by a score of 4), this is 
a 1-point difference on the IRD. Since the IRD adds the differences across the five IELT, 
an IRD of 4 or 5 therefore need not represent too much of a discrepancy in practice. 
However, the relatively high standard deviations for IODS do suggest that marked 
differences occur between respondents, with some experiencing only a very limited 
degree of discrepancy between their IELT and their manager’s behavior while others 
experience a much greater disconnect. Closer examination of the IRD distribution 
indeed suggests that especially in Sample I and to a lesser degree in Sample II a still 
substantial portion of the respondents reported rather large discrepancies between 
what they expect of ethical leaders and which attributes they recognize in their direct 
manager (see Figure 7.1). In Sample III, on the other hand, IRD scores are remarkably 
lower than in the other two samples.
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Figure 7.1 Distributions and descriptive results for IELT Recognition   
    Discrepancy

7.4.2 Correlations

Correlations among the IELT Endorsements. Tables 7.1 through 7.3 list the univariate 
correlations69 for the three respective samples. As the tables indicate, the correlations 
among the different implicit ethical leadership theories vary across the three samples. 
Overall, however, the correlations show that the different IELT are moderately 
interrelated. This result suggests that while there is significant overlap between the 
IELT, there remain substantial differences between each of the five ideal-typical views 
on ethical leadership. The pattern of correlations among the IELT furthermore differs 
somewhat across the three samples. Most notable are the relatively higher correlations 
and coefficient magnitudes in Sample III, compared to those in Samples I and II. These 
correlations suggest that on average respondents in Sample III made less distinction 
among the five IELT and perhaps considered them more complementary than did 
respondents in the other two samples. In Sample I and II however, we see that the 
Safe Haven Creator and the Moral Motivator appear most closely related overall (r =.21, 
p <.001 and r =.28, p <.001, respectively). This is not surprising, as both entail more 
passive approaches to ethical leadership than those in the other IELT. Conversely, 
as more proactive, values-based approaches to ethical leadership the Practicing 
Preacher and Social Builder IELT are moderately correlated in both samples as well: 
r =.21, p <.001 and r =.28, p <.001, respectively. The more compliance-oriented 
Boundaries Setter, finally, has the lowest overall correlation with the other IELT. 

Correlations between IELT Recognition and Ethical Leadership. Conceptually, the 
Practicing Preacher seems most consistent with Brown et al.’s (2005) ethical leadership 
construct (see Chapter 4). However, correlations between the five IELT Recognition 
measures and the ELS suggest that in fact it is the Safe Haven Creator that is empirically 
most closely related (see Tables 7.1 – 7.3), with correlations ranging from r =.60 (p <.001, 
Sample I) to r =.68 (p <.001, Sample III). Correlations between the Practicing Preacher 
and ELS are high, too: between r =.50 (p <.001, Samples I and III) and r =.59 (p <.001, 
Sample II). Correlations between the Moral Motivator and Social Builder behaviors on 
the one hand, and the ELS on the other, are substantial as well, while the compliance-
based Boundaries Setter is least correlated to the ELS (between .14 and .25, p <.001).  
The overall pattern of correlations is fairly consistent across the three samples, although 
correlations between IELT Recognition and ELS on average are lowest in Sample I 
(cross-sector snowball sample) and highest in Sample III (semi-public organization). 

69 As the variables are a mix of binary and categorical variables, I will report the more robust, nonparametric 

Spearman’s rho correlations. 
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Note: * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001.Note: * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001.

Table 7.1  Correlations (Spearman’s rho) for Sample I                 Page 206-207  >>

SAMPLE I   N = 355 SAMPLE I   N = 355

MEAN S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

1 Gender 0.52 0.50 -

2 Age 5.77 2.27 -.17** -

3 Non-native ethnicity 0.12 0.33 .10 -.08 -

4 Education 7.52 0.89 .09 -.11* .07 -

5 Part-time 0.18 0.39 .15** -.06 .07 -.13* -

6 Tenure 3.44 1.44 -.18** .49*** -.11* -.05 -.12* -

7
Formal leadership 
position

0.30 0.46 -.16** .25*** -.04 -.03 -.12* .25*** -

8 Organization size 4.03 1.24 -.03 .00 .08 .14** -.21*** .23*** .06 -

9
Ethical Leadership 
Scale

3.50 0.71 -.00 -.04 -.01 -.09 .05 .00 .04 .02 -

10
IELT Endorsement: 
Safe Haven Creator

4.15 0.72 .08 .18** .07 .04 .01 .06 .00 -.05 .03 -

11
IELT Endorsement: 
Practicing Preacher

3.72 0.93 .03 .05 .03 .03 .05 .06 .11* .06 .01 .13* -

12
IELT Endorsement: 
Moral Motivator

3.69 0.94 .10 -.03 -.06 .08 .07 -.01 -.03 -.14** -.08 .21*** .15** -

13
IELT Endorsement: 
Social Builder

3.69 0.94 .03 .12* -.10 .00 .08 .06 .03 .03 -.04 .15** .22*** .27*** -

14
IELT Endorsement: 
Boundaries Setter

2.97 0.97 .02 -.04 .06 -.04 .08 -.05 -.01 .02 -.10 .06 .13* .14** .20*** -

15
IELT Recognition: 
Safe Haven Creator

3.33 1.05 -.10 -.09 .02 -.05 .05 -.00 -.01 .04 .64*** .11* -.12* -.07 -.06 -.10 -

16
IELT Recognition: 
Practicing Preacher

2.54 0.99 -.09 .11* .11* -.07 .06 .05 .14** -.05 .50*** .05 .18** .03 .02 .08 .45*** -

17
IELT Recognition: 
Moral Motivator

2.72 1.09 -.04 -.09 -.09 -.11* -.02 -.09 .05 -.06 .42*** -.03 .01 .18** -.03 -.04 .46*** .45*** -

18
IELT Recognition: 
Social Builder

2.72 1.05 -.02 -.10* -.02 -.09 .00 -.08 -.04 -.01 .46*** .03 .00 .04 .23*** .07 .47*** .39*** .39*** -

19
IELT Recognition: 
Boundaries Setter

2.33 1.01 -.01 .04 -.00 -.08 -.00 .08 .04 -.01 .18** .12* .08 .08 .06 .32*** .09 .23*** .13* .22*** -

20
IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy

5.67 3.75 .12* .02 -.03 .09 .05 .00 -.04 -.01 -.61*** .11** .31*** .26** .27*** .23*** -.68*** -.55*** -.53*** -.55*** -.19***
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Table 7.2  Correlations (Spearman’s rho) for Sample II                 Page 208-209  >>

SAMPLE II  N = 519 SAMPLE II  N = 519

MEAN S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

1 Gender 0.74 0.44 -

2 Age 6.95 2.24 -.34*** -

3 Non-native ethnicity 0.14 0.34 .03 .08 -

4 Education 7.91 0.52 -.07 -.02 .04 -

5 Part-time 0.47 0.50 .29*** .01 -.05 .00 -

6 Tenure 4.76 2.09 -.19*** .52*** .01 .02 .01 -

7
Formal leadership 
position

0.20 0.40 -.16*** .11* .11* -.06 -.19*** .15** -

8 Organization size 3.99 1.18 -.05 .13** .00 .02 -.09* .16*** .09* -

9
Ethical Leadership 
Scale

3.45 0.79 .11** .08 -.04 -.03 -.04 .04 .11** .05 -

10
IELT Endorsement: 
Safe Haven Creator

4.20 0.68 -.01 .06 .03 .10* .04 .03 .05 -.01 .04 -

11
IELT Endorsement: 
Practicing Preacher

3.75 0.86 .10* -.01 .04 .08 .05 .02 .00 .04 -.10* .17*** -

12
IELT Endorsement: 
Moral Motivator

3.54 0.91 .03 -.01 .01 -.01 .05 .00 -.01 -.03 -.10* .31*** .15** -

13
IELT Endorsement: 
Social Builder

3.84 0.85 .09* -.02 .02 -.01 .07 .00 -.08 .03 -.06 .16*** .28*** .19** -

14
IELT Endorsement: 
Boundaries Setter

2.85 0.94 -.03 .02 .06 .08 -.02 .05 .03 -.03 -.16*** .10* .15** .16** .16** -

15
IELT Recognition: 
Safe Haven Creator

3.20 1.12 -.10* .08 -.05 -.01 .01 .01 .07 .07 .70*** .21*** -.10* -.02 -.06 -.16*** -

16
IELT Recognition: 
Practicing Preacher

2.42 0.93 -.10* .05 -.03 .02 -.02 .04 .14** .03 .61*** .08 .12** -.06 -.08 -.06 .53*** -

17
IELT Recognition: 
Moral Motivator

2.58 1.03 -.10* -.00 -.05 .01 -.04 -.04 .09* .01 .54*** .10* -.08 .13** .01 -.02 .57*** .46*** -

18
IELT Recognition: 
Social Builder

2.74 1.10 -.10* -.06 -.10* -.01 -.04 -.03 -.03 .05 .61*** .05 -.03 .00 .14** -.04 .54*** .48*** .49*** -

19
IELT Recognition: 
Boundaries Setter

2.21 0.86 -.12** .00 -.02 -.02 -.06 .04 .09* .01 .29*** .06 .04 .04 .02 .28*** .21*** .35*** .34*** .26*** -

20
IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy

5.78 4.10 .12** -.05 .08 .05 .05 -.01 -.07 -.05 -.73*** .13** .36*** .28*** .30*** .31*** -.73*** -.63*** -.60*** -.59*** -.33***

Note:* p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001.
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Table 7.3  Correlations (Spearman’s rho) for Sample III                 Page 210-211  >>

SAMPLE  III  N = 391 SAMPLE III  N = 391

MEAN S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

1 Gender 0.41 0.49 -

2 Age 6.11 1.67 -.18*** -

3 Non-native ethnicity 0.15 0.35 .03 -.08 -

4 Education 5.35 1.59 .03 -.15** .04 -

5 Part-time 0.38 0.49 .38*** -.01 -.07 -.09 -

6 Tenure 6.30 1.47 -.13** .57*** .03 -.15** -.07 -

7
Formal leadership 
position

0.29 0.45 -.19*** .35*** -.07 .16** -.14** .18*** -

8
Ethical Leadership 
Scale

3.62 0.76 .01 .01 .00 .06 .02 -.11* .14** -

9
IELT Endorsement: 
Safe Haven Creator

4.07 0.84 .07 .07 -.10* -.02 .03 .00 .18*** .26*** -

10
IELT Endorsement: 
Practicing Preacher

3.42 0.92 -.01 .04 .02 .03 .06 -.01 .06 .13* .32*** -

11
IELT Endorsement: 
Moral Motivator

3.57 1.01 -.02 .01 -.01 .05 -.09 -.07 .12* .11* .36*** .38*** -

12
IELT Endorsement: 
Social Builder

3.33 1.08 -.01 -.04 .02 .00 .03 -.08 -.06 -.05 .13** .31*** .33*** -

13
IELT Endorsement: 
Boundaries Setter

2.98 1.12 .01 -.05 -.03 -.02 .00 -.16** -.04 .03 .05 .19*** .15** .26*** -

14
IELT Recognition: 
Safe Haven Creator

3.36 1.11 .09 -.03 .00 .07 .06 -.06 .06 .72*** .37*** .07 .10 -.05 -.07 -

15
IELT Recognition: 
Practicing Preacher

2.84 1.12 .05 -.09 -.03 .04 .03 -.14** .07 .53*** .18*** .37*** .15** .09 .03 .55*** -

16
IELT Recognition: 
Moral Motivator

2.91 1.13 .08 -.09 .02 .05 -.00 -.18*** .05 .58*** .25*** .17** .39*** .07 .02 .65*** .53*** -

17
IELT Recognition: 
Social Builder

2.57 1.06 .00 -.16** .02 .08 .01 -.21*** -.03 .52*** .08 .19*** .16** .36*** .20*** .51*** .57*** .57*** -

18
IELT Recognition: 
Boundaries Setter

2.57 1.11 -.07 -.02 -.06 .07 -.09 -.15** .20*** .22*** .02 .15** .15** .19*** .47*** .14** .28*** .24*** .34*** -

19
IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy

4.14 3.96 -.05 .12* -.03 -.06 .00 .13* .03 -.55*** .16** .22*** .22*** .32*** .19*** -.63*** -.55*** -.57*** -.51*** -.19*** -

20
IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy

5.67 3.75 .12* .02 -.03 .09 .05 .00 -.04 -.01 -.61*** .11** .31*** .26** .27*** .23*** -.68*** -.55*** -.53*** -.55*** -.19***

Note: * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001.
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Nevertheless, whether the univariate relations listed here hold when controlling for the 
multivariate associations, remains to be seen.

Correlations between IELT Endorsement, IELT Recognition and IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy. Overall, correlations between IELT Endorsement and IELT Recognition 
are small to moderate in Samples I and II, and moderate to large in Sample III. 
Consistent with the descriptive results for the IELT Recognition Discrepancy measure, 
respondents in the latter sample thus reported more congruence between ideal and 
observed ethical leadership. Interestingly, correlations between IELT Endorsement and 
IELT Recognition are highest for the Boundaries Setter in all three samples: between .28 
(p <.001) in Sample II and .45 (p <.001) in Sample III. Accordingly, correlations between 
IELT Endorsement and the IELT Recognition Discrepancy are relatively smaller for the 
Boundaries Setter as well. These findings seem to suggest that those respondents 
whose IELT is closer to that represented by the Boundaries Setter are generally more 
likely to also recognize the expected ethical leader attributes in their direct manager 
than respondents who endorse other IELT more. Conversely, in both Samples I and II, 
the opposite pattern emerges for the Practicing Preacher: in these samples, individuals 
with an IELT that is closer to that of the Practicing Preacher seem slightly more likely 
to experience a discrepancy between what they expect and what they observe and 
recognize in their manager. Correlations for IELT Endorsement and IELT Recognition 
of the Practicing Preacher are .16 (p <.01) and .10 (p <.01) in the respective samples. In 
Sample III, the average correlations between IELT Endorsement and IELT Recognition of 
the Practicing Preacher are considerably higher and the discrepancy is hence lower. In 
Sample III, correlations between IELT Endorsement and IELT Recognition Discrepancy 
are highest for the Social Builder (r =.28, p <.001). 

Other observed correlations. Correlations between the various observed leadership 
variables and respondents’ personal characteristics indicate a small difference in 
the way respondents with and without formal leadership responsibilities score their 
own managers. Generally, the pattern in these samples suggests that those with 
formal leadership responsibilities scored their supervisors slightly higher on ethical 
leadership as measured by the ELS (Samples II and III). Respondents with a formal 
leadership position also reported more recognition of the Practicing Preacher 
(Samples I and II), Moral Motivator (Sample II), and Boundaries Setter (Samples II 
and III) IELT in their own managers. Other, albeit again very modest, correlations are 
notable between respondents’ age and their assessment of their manager’s ethical 
leadership practices. 

7.4.3 Hypothesis testing
Table 7.4 reports the results of the regression analyses conducted for all three 
samples. The results confirm that Safe Haven Creator IELT Recognition is most 
closely related to the Ethical Leadership Scale of Brown, Treviño and colleagues 
(2005)70, especially in Sample III (see Model C: β =.50, t(377) = 8.11, p <.001). The 
Practicing Preacher is also associated with the ELS in all three samples71, although 
the regression coefficients are considerably smaller than those for the Safe Haven 
Creator72 (β =.16, t(342) = 3.07, p <.01 in Sample I; β =.14, t(506) = 4.02, p <.001 in 
Sample II, and; β =.10, t(377) = 2.18, p <.05 in Sample III). While the Social Builder is 
not significantly related to the ELS in Sample I (β =.08, t(342) = 1.85, p =.07), it shows 
a positive association with the ELS in Samples II (β =.19, t(506) = 5.63, p <.001) and 
III (β =.12, t(377) = 3.12, p <.01)73. In the multivariate analyses, the relation between the 
IELT Recognition measures for Moral Motivator and Boundaries Setter and the Ethical 
Leadership Scale are furthermore consistently non-significant, indicating that they 
show little resemblance to the leadership measured by the ELS. It can be concluded 
that while there is some degree of overlap between the five IELT Recognition 
measures and the ELS, they nevertheless represent different approaches to ethical 
leadership – each with their own specific nuances and emphases, and each with 
characteristics and behaviors that are not necessarily captured by the ELS. With 
the exception of a very small effect of gender in Sample I (β =.08, t(342) = 2.07, p 
<.05) and formal leadership in Sample III (β =.08, t(377) = 2.17, p <.05), there were no 
significant effects of respondents’ demographic and organizational characteristics on 
their overall perceptions of ethical leadership as measured by the ELS. 

 Turning now to the main variable of interest in the model the IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy, we see that the regression analyses provide partial support for 
Hypothesis 1: in both the cross-sector snowball sample of working adults (I) and the 
sample of members of the Netherlands Institute for Psychologists (II), the discrepancy 
between a respondent’s own IELT and the extent to which they recognize attributes 
from this IELT in their manager (IRD) negatively affects their overall perception of 

70 In all three samples, SEM analyses revealed that the regression coefficient representing the relation between Safe 

Haven Creator recognition and ELS was.13 higher than that in the standard regression analyses. 

71 In the SEM analyses, the structural path between the Practicing Preacher and ELS was not significant (p =.053).

72 To be sure, the analyses were also conducted with a different ordering of the IELT Recognition variables. This 

made very little difference in the effect sizes, however, and the overall pattern of most and least congruent with the 

ELS remained similar.  

73 In the SEM analyses of Sample I, the structural path between Social Builder and ELS was significant (ß =.13, p 

<.05). In addition, the SEM analyses suggested a higher regression coefficient of ß =.27 (p <.001) in Sample III.
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Table 7.4  Regression analyses                    Page 214-215  >>

SAMPLE I  N = 355 SAMPLE II (N = 519) SAMPLE III  N = 391

MODEL A MODEL B MODEL C MODEL A MODEL B MODEL C MODEL A MODEL B MODEL C

Gender -.004 .070 .080* -.084 .016 .018 .014 -.034 -.032

Age -.070 -.008 -.012 .037 .032 .026 .049 .068 .072

Non-native etnicity -.013 -.038 -.044 -.051 .008 .018 .029 .026 .024

Education -.085 -.027 -.022 -.021 -.021 -.005 .018 -.012 -.013

Part-time .051 .014 .030 .014 -.012 .000 .032 .008 .011

Tenure .015 .003 .005 -.014 .021 .021 -.158 -.072 -.073

Formal leadership position .051 .024 .024 .104** .046 .050 .153* .075* .081*

Organization size .046 .032 .031 .038 -.010 -.009

IELT Recognition: Safe Haven Creator .473*** .380*** .402*** .271*** .530*** .499***

IELT Recognition: Practicing Preacher .203*** .160** .215*** .138*** .111** .095*

IELT Recognition: Moral Motivator .055 .021 .084* .034 .091* .078

IELT Recognition: Social Builder .128** .082 .242*** .194*** .123** .116**

IELT Recognition: Boundaries Setter .057 .048 .049 .028 .028 .026

IELT Recognition Discrepancy -.220** -.318*** -.082

Adjusted R squared -.007 .488 .506 .012 .621 .655 0.23 .570 .572

Note: Dependent variable perceived ethical leadership (ELS). * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001. 

the manager’s ethical leadership. The negative effect of IRD was moderate in both 
samples: β = -.22 (t(342) = -3.20, p <.01) in Sample I and β = -.32 (t(506) = -6.48, p 
<.001) in Sample II, representing a small but significant improvement in the variance 
explained by both models (R2∆ =.018, p <.001 and R2∆ =.034, p <.001, respectively)74. 
These results show that when managers do not meet the implicit conceptions and 
expectations that employees have of ethical leadership, this limits their ability to build 
a reputation for ethical leadership. This effect occurs even when we control for IELT 
recognition, which confirms that it is not merely the characteristics and behaviors 
perceived in the leader per se, but also the discrepancy of these attributes from the 

74 In both samples, the SEM results show a somewhat larger regression coefficient between IRD and ELS. In Sample 

I, the standardized regression coefficient was -.28 (p <.001). In Sample II, the standardized regression coefficient 

was -.43 (p <.001). IRD remained non-significant in Sample III, albeit barely: ß = -.11 (p =.05). 

follower’s IELT that influence perceptions of ethical leadership. The results for the 
semi-public organization (Sample III) however, suggest that the effect of IRD may be 
context specific, as it did not significantly affect perceptions of ethical leadership in 
this particular sample (β = -.082, t(377) = -1.06, p =.288). 
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7.5  Discussion and Conclusions

7.5.1 Discussion
The present chapter set out to examine the importance of fit between employees’ 
implicit ethical leadership theories and their manager’s leadership attributes in 
shaping the employees’ perceptions of their manager’s ethical leadership. The 
results show that in Sample I and Sample II, as hypothesized, discrepancy between 
an individual’s IELT and the characteristics and behaviors observed in their manager 
(i.e., IELT Recognition Discrepancy) negatively affects ethical leadership perceptions 
beyond what can be explained by the observed leadership itself. For these samples, 
and in accordance with prior research on implicit leadership theories (e.g., Epitropaki 
& Martin, 2005; Lord & Maher, 1991; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001; Phillips & Lord, 
1981), the results are consistent with the assumption that followers’ implicit theories 
of ethical leadership act as a template or benchmark against which the leader is 
compared and evaluated (see also Chapter 2). The research thereby enhances our 
understanding of how followers’ perceptions of ethical leaders are formed and why 
they vary (see Brown & Mitchell, 2010; Hannah & Jennings, 2013; Lord & Emrich, 
2000). Moreover, it highlights the crucial, active role that followers have in ethical 
leadership construction (cf. Bryman, 1992) and suggests that identifying followers’ 
IELT and seeking alignment between the IELT and ethical leader behaviors is an 
important step in further improving the effectiveness of ethical leadership in fostering 
positive organizational behaviors and limiting unethical conduct. 

Apart from the negative effect of IELT Recognition Discrepancy on perceptions 
of ethical leadership, the study also found a consistent pattern in all three samples 
between the IELT attributes recognized in leaders and those associated with Brown 
et al.’s (Brown et al., 2005) Ethical Leadership Scale. This pattern provides additional 
insights into the type of ethical leadership that respondents have in mind when 
answering survey questions on the subject. Specifically, while IELT recognition of 
the Safe Haven Creator, Practicing Preacher, and Social Builder are all significantly 
related to the ELS, the Moral Motivator and Boundaries Setter are not. Together, 
the first three IELT do indeed describe an approach to ethical leadership that is 
very similar to the proactive, values-based approach conceptualized by Brown, 
Treviño and colleagues (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Brown et al., 2005; Treviño et al., 
2003). However, attributes of the Safe Haven Creator were most closely related 
to perceptions of ethical leadership in all three samples. This suggests that while 
not included in the ELS itself, aspects of safety and learning may be particularly 
important to ethical leadership and are probably considered by followers when 
they interpret and evaluate their manager’s ethical leadership (cf. Driscoll & McKee, 

2007; Neubert et al., 2009; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). 
Perhaps it is even more important to note the lack of association between IELT 

recognition of the Moral Motivator and Boundaries Setter on the one hand and 
the ELS on the other. Attributes included in these two IELT, such as authenticity, 
charisma, self-reflection, and a strictly directive, compliance-based leadership style, 
are not typically considered part of the ethical leadership construct (e.g., Brown et 
al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). Yet from the descriptive results in 
Chapter 6, we see that even though these two IELT represent relatively less popular 
views on what ethical leadership should entail, they are the most preferred IELT of 
a substantial number of people – up to 38 percent in Sample III. This implies that 
in most studies on ethical leadership, at least some of the respondents are likely 
to have an IELT that is significantly different from the characteristics and behaviors 
captured by the ELS or other academic measures of ethical leadership. Responses 
to these ethical leadership measures could lead subsequently to a small bias in study 
results. Respondents, for instance, may rate their managers low on ethical leadership 
while still experiencing high levels of IELT recognition congruency (e.g., when their 
Boundaries Setter IELT is matched by their manager’s actual behavior). Despite the 
manager’s lower scores on the ELS, the respondent may still experience a good 
leader-follower interaction and exhibit positive organizational behavior as a result. 

Somewhat unexpectedly, the study found no negative relation between IELT 
Recognition Discrepancy and perceptions of ethical leadership in Sample III. Given 
the novelty of the subject, many different explanations for this intriguing finding may 
be offered. Three of the most plausible for the data on hand will be discussed here. 
First, the degree to which followers use implicit theories of leadership as a benchmark 
to interpret and make sense of managerial behavior may in fact be a function of the 
context in which they operate (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001). 
Drawing on Sherman et al.’s encoding flexibility model (1998; see also Macrae & 
Bodenhausen, 2000; Van Knippenberg, Dijksterhuis, & Vermeulen, 1999) and Lord 
and Maher’s limited capacity model (Lord & Maher, 1990), Epitropaki and Martin 
(2005) theorized that where job demands are higher, processing resources are in 
shorter supply and employees resort more quickly to categorical modes of thinking. 
Conversely, in jobs of lower demand employees have more cognitive capacity to 
process cues from the information environment and are therefore less likely to rely 
on their implicit theories of leadership. Consistent with this, the descriptive results in 
Chapter 6 reveal that respondents in Sample III reported considerably lower moral 
task complexity than respondents in Sample I and Sample II. With respect to the 
moral implications of the work, Sample III respondents thus seem to experience 
less cognitive load than their Samples I and II counterparts. As a result, there may 
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be less need for Sample III respondents to rely on their implicit theories of ethical 
leadership to interpret their manager’s behavior. Discrepancies from their IELT could 
then become less relevant and influential. 

Martin and Epitropaki’s work also points to a second plausible explanation for why 
IELT Recognition Discrepancy had no effect in the semi-public organization from 
which Sample III data was collected. Despite recent reorganizations, several contacts 
at the organization emphasized its strong organizational culture and many of its 
employees have tenure of well over ten years. A substantial number of employees 
have even worked at the organization for several decades and most of their working 
life. While no data on organizational identification was available for the study on hand, 
it seems reasonable to assume that employees’ organizational identification in this 
sample is above average. Martin and Epitropaki (2001) showed empirically that such 
organizational identification moderates the effects of implicit theories on perceptions 
of leader behavior. Their research suggests that where organizational identification 
is low or moderate, employees more easily resort to a “cognitively parsimonious 
evaluation” and their IELT becomes an important benchmark against which they 
evaluate the manager’s behavior. As organizational identification increases, however, 
employees become more likely to internalize the organization’s values and actively 
monitor and evaluate their work environment. Implicit theories of (ethical) leadership, 
as a result, are likely to be of lesser influence (Martin & Epitropaki, 2001: 249 -250).

A third and final explanation is of methodological nature. As apparent from the 
descriptive results and correlations reported in Table 7.3, there is considerably more 
congruence between respondents’ endorsement of the five IELT and the extent to 
which they recognized the IELT attributes in their manager. This relatively high level of 
congruence between IELT and ethical leadership practices in Sample III could point 
to a higher degree of measurement error in these two constructs compared to the 
same measures in the other two samples. As noted in Chapter 5, to appeal more to 
the respondents in question, the vignettes for Sample III were shortened, simplified, 
and as a result slightly less ‘rich’ than those for the other two samples. Moreover, the 
combination of vignettes and the somewhat abstract nature of key terms in these 
vignettes (e.g., moral, integrity) resulted in a survey task that some respondents found 
a little difficult and taxing. Given the lack of a “reading culture” in the organization and 
the more heterogeneous education levels of its members, this survey task difficulty 
may have been especially problematic in Sample III. Consequently, the IELT measures 
in this sample may contain more measurement error, which subsequently could have 
resulted in less reliable regression results. 

7.5.2 Limitations
The study has several limitations. A first limitation of the research is its cross-sectional 
nature. As with any cross-sectional study, the data on hand prohibit any conclusions 
about the causal order of the effects found. Lord and Maher (1991) argue that once 
a leader has been categorized through the follower’s implicit theory, subsequent 
observations of the characteristics and behaviors of that leader are perceived and 
interpreted through that same lens, even when the information about the leader is 
disconfirming to the original IELT. In addition, longitudinal research by Epitropaki 
and Martin (2005) suggests it is indeed the implicit leadership theories that affect 
interactions between leaders and followers, rather than the other way around. 
However, it is possible that to the extent that a manager actually exhibits behaviors 
consistent with ethical leadership, this enhances their social exchange relationship 
with followers and subsequently biases the amount discrepancy that employees 
experience between what they expect of ethical leaders and what they perceived in 
their manager. Moreover, a recent study by Nichols and Erakovich (2013) suggests 
the relation between I(E)LT and (ethical) leadership may actually be (partially) 
reciprocal: successful (ethical) leadership may feed back into followers’ beliefs about 
what such (ethical) leadership should entail. Hence, additional longitudinal research 
is necessary to examine the causal relation between implicit theories and observed 
ethical leader behavior. 

A second limitation of the present study relates to its external validity. All data 
for the research was collected in the Netherlands. Resick, Martin, and colleagues 
(Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 2011) show, however, that IELT 
differ across countries and continents. As of yet, there are no specific reasons to 
suggest that the processes by which IELT shape leadership perceptions differ as 
well. Nevertheless future research should examine whether the results found here 
are more or less consistent cross-culturally. Another and more important threat to the 
study’s external validity is the specific composition of each of the three samples, each 
of which has particular limitations and cannot be considered as fully representative 
of the general working population (see Chapter 5). The representativeness of the 
sample is especially of concern in relation to respondents’ educational background. 
As mentioned earlier, effects of IELT Recognition Discrepancy were found only in 
Samples I and II, yet no effect was found in Sample III. The three samples differ 
considerably in the educational background of the respondents, as Samples I and 
II consisted almost exclusively of highly educated respondents while Sample III 
represented a more diverse range of education levels. Neither the correlations nor 
the regression results in the latter sample suggested a relation between respondents’ 
education level and the various IELT measures. Still, future research should include 
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samples with greater diversity and representativeness of different education levels 
and test a variety of possible ‘neutralizing’ moderators such as organizational 
identification and job demands to examine how robust the effects of IELT Recognition 
Discrepancy on perceptions of ethical leadership truly are. 

A third and final potential limitation concerns the measurement of implicit ethical 
leadership theories using the relatively short vignettes of ideal-typical IELT and 
subsequent Likert and measure respondents’ agreement with these ideal-typical 
IELT. While the ethical leadership attributes included in the survey seem more 
comprehensive than those used in prior studies (e.g., Resick et al., 2006), they 
represent only partial components of what are likely much more complex, vague, 
and elusive ideas about what ethical leadership should entail. Indeed, the richness of 
the multiple views respondents expressed in the Q-study in Chapter 4 seems difficult 
to capture using survey methods, especially considering their inherently implicit 
nature. Additional research is needed to examine how best to ‘activate’ and measure 
respondents’ implicit (ethical) leadership theories in survey methods. In addition, 
further development of the measures used in the present study seems warranted in 
order to simplify the survey task and enhance the validity of the measures even more.  

7.5.3 Theoretical implications and future research
In showing the negative association between deviation from an employee’s IELT and 
that employee’s perception of their manager’s ethical leadership, the results once 
again underscore the subjective nature of perceptual measures of ethical leadership 
and hence their inherent limitations. Consistent with the extant theory and research 
discussed in Chapter 2, the empirical results suggest implicit theories are a guide to 
organizational sense-making, behavioral expectations, and memory (cf. Shondrick 
et al., 2010) which can cause employees to selectively attend to, encode, retrieve, 
and process information about a manager’s ethical leadership behavior (cf. Lord et 
al., 1984; Lord & Maher, 1990). IELT may even elicit a pattern-completion process 
through which employees come to associate unobserved but prototypical ethical 
leader characteristics and behaviors with their manager (Lord & Emrich, 2000; 
Shondrick et al., 2010). The results do not negate the value of perceptual ethical 
leadership measures though: perceptions are still better predictors of the effects 
of (ethical) leadership behaviors than ‘actual’ behavior (Brown & Treviño, 2006; 
Moorman & Grover, 2009). Similar to the exploratory studies in Chapter 3 and 4, 
however, the results emphasize a need for caution when generalizing the results 
from perceptual measures to make statements about the effects of ethical leadership  
per se, since perceptual measures overlook the active, dynamic role that followers 
have in the construction of such leadership. In addition, where the aim of the research 

does require an assessment of ‘actual’ ethical leadership, perceptual measures at 
the very least should be aggregated at the group-level or employed in a 360-degree 
manner in order to reconstruct a somewhat more accurate picture of the target’s 
characteristics and behaviors. 

The ultimate importance of the present research on implicit ethical leadership 
theories may not be in illuminating the biasing of survey questionnaires, but rather 
in highlighting the substantive influence that IELT have on structuring the leader-
follower interaction (Offermann et al., 1994: 56). Here it is important to stress that the 
present study focused on the idiosyncratic IELT of individuals. In reality, managers will 
have to lead a group of employees who may or may not agree in their conceptions, 
assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of ethical leaders and leadership. Examining, 
recognizing, and attending to each employee’s individual implicit ethical leadership 
theory, however, seems an unrealistic task for most managers. Indeed, “collective 
expectations, rather than their individually held subcomponents, may hold the 
most practical promise for leaders in understanding what their subordinates as a 
group expect of them” (Offermann et al., 1994: 46-47). In this respect, the results of 
Chapters 4 and 6 of this dissertation suggest that while each individual IELT may be 
unique, they can be summarized into meaningful clusters of viewpoints. Furthermore, 
scholars have previously argued that implicit theories are at least partly the result of 
collective socialization processes at the workplace (Lord & Maher, 1991; van Gils 
et al., 2010). However, additional research is needed to examine the degree of IELT 
consensus (or lack thereof) within specific teams and the extent to which (a lack of) 
shared IELT subsequently affects the manager’s ethical leadership performance. 

Also consistent with arguments made earlier in this dissertation (see Chapter 2 
and 4), the present study provides further support for the idea that IELT and IELT 
Recognition Discrepancy are mechanisms that may help explain how and why the 
effects of ethical leadership differ across contexts (e.g., Detert et al., 2007; Kalshoven 
et al., 2013b). To illustrate, Detert et al. (2007) found no effect of ethical leadership 
on the behavior of restaurant employees. Chapter 4 argued that the restaurant 
employees in question may have had IELT that differ significantly from academic 
conceptualizations of ethical leadership because, presumably, their job autonomy 
and moral task complexity is low. As a result, the employees could experience a 
discrepancy between the observed ethical leadership and their IELT, which in turn 
could have limited their acceptance of the ethical leader’s influence (cf. DeRue & 
Ashford, 2010; Foti et al., 1982; Foti & Luch, 1992; House et al., 2002; Schyns & 
Schilling, 2011). To examine such processes we must first examine the origins and 
development of IELT and the extent to which IELT vary structurally according to the 
individual’s work context. As a first step in this direction, Chapter 8 will examine 
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the relation between follower IELT and the structural characteristics of their work 
environment. Additional research, using both quantitative and more context-sensitive 
qualitative methods (see Bresnen, 1995), will subsequently have to examine how IELT 
and especially IELT Recognition Discrepancy play into the relation between ethical 
leadership, follower behavior, and the work context. 

7.5.4 Practical implications
The results of the research underscore arguments made in Chapters 3 and 4 that 
managers should explicitly examine the expectations that employees have of their 
ethical leadership. The results show that when such expectations are not met, this 
will negatively affect the manager’s ability to build a reputation for ethical leadership. 
Aligning their own ethical leadership practices with the assumptions, beliefs, 
and expectations that employees have of ethical leadership can help managers 
to become more effective in fostering prosocial, ethical behavior within their 
organization. Depending on the situation on hand, such alignment for instance, could 
entail a different way of communicating about ethics and values or more actively 
involving employees in moral decision-making processes. Conversely, managers 
may need to invest in creating a new, shared understanding within the group about 
what employees can and should expect of ethical leadership and why. As stressed 
throughout the dissertation (see Chapters 3 and 4), this also requires leadership 
development programs to explicitly address the contents, origins, and effects of the 
implicit ethical leadership theories that are endorsed throughout the organization. 

It is also important to note that just as employees have implicit theories on 
ethical leadership, managers will also have them. Another important implication 
of the study therefore relates to how IELT play into superiors’ evaluations of the 
ethical leadership of their subordinates. Especially in organizations where ethics 
and integrity are high on the agenda, deviating from a superior’s IELT might have a 
negative impact on their perception of the subordinates ethical leadership and hence 
on annual reviews and perhaps even promotions. It is recommended therefore that 
both parties explicate the implicit theories that they have of leadership in general 
and ethical leadership in particular. Even more, organizations should consider the 
use of 360-degree feedback methods and formulating clear standards for ethical 
leadership against which the behaviors and performance of managers can be 
evaluated more consistently and explicitly.

7.5.5 Conclusion
For decades scholars have stressed the “pervasive effects” of followers’ implicit 
leadership theories and leadership categorization processes on their perceptions 
and evaluations of leadership (Giessner et al., 2009; Lord et al., 1984; Lord & 
Maher, 1991; Martin & Epitropaki, 2001; Offermann et al., 1994; Rush et al., 1977). 
Nevertheless, research on ethical leadership has focused almost exclusively on the 
leader side of the equation, thereby overlooking the active role that followers have in 
the construction of ethical leadership. There are notable exceptions however; studies 
that have begun to map out the contents and structure of individuals’ implicit theories 
of ethical leadership (e.g., Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 
2011, see also Chapters 3 and 4). The present chapter built on and extended these 
studies by showing that the extent to which a leader’s characteristics and behaviors 
deviate from their followers’ IELT may have a negative impact on the leader’s overall 
reputation for ethical leadership. It thereby confirms the notion that ethical leadership 
is “in the eye of the beholder” (Heres & Lasthuizen, 2013) and that leaders would do 
well to inform themselves about the IELT of their followers if they wish to effectively 
foster ethical decision-making and behavior in their organization. 


