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HOW STRUCTURAL
WORK CHARACTERISTICS 
SHAPE FOLLOWERS’ 
IMPLICIT THEORIES OF 
ETHICAL LEADERSHIP
 

8.1 Introduction

Chapter 7 indicates that followers’ expectations of ethical leadership (i.e., their implicit 
ethical leadership theories or IELT) are likely to shape their subsequent perceptions 
of their leader’s characteristics and behaviors. This raises questions as to the 
origins of followers’ implicit ethical leadership theories: are they merely individual, 
idiosyncratic tendencies, or are the similarities and differences more systematic? The 
studies detailed in the preceding chapters of this dissertation point towards the latter, 
suggesting a subtle yet noteworthy relationship between followers’ implicit ethical 
leadership theories and characteristics of their work environment. A recurring theme 
in each of the studies’ results is that differences in IELT seem related to the extent 
to which ethics and morality are central to followers’ everyday business: the more 
morally complex the followers’ work is, the more followers seem to prefer a proactive, 
values-based approach to ethical leadership. The moral complexity of the tasks, in 
turn, seems related to four key work characteristics - job autonomy (Chapters 4 and 
7), the significance of the tasks (Chapters 3, 4 and 5), the publicness of the tasks 
(Chapters 3 and 4), and followers’ own hierarchical position (Chapter 7). 

The aim of the present study is to expand our knowledge of how social context 
shapes ethical leadership processes by conducting a more robust and precise 
test of the impact of followers’ work environment on their implicit ethical leadership 
theories. It specifically answers the sub-question 7 of the dissertation research: how 
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and to what extent are employees’ expectations of ethical leadership systematically 
related to the structural characteristics of their work environment? By mapping out 
the interrelation between followers’ work characteristics, the moral complexity of their 
tasks, and their IELT, the study can improve our understanding of the mechanisms 
by which work context affects ethical leadership processes: work characteristics not 
only moderate the effects of ethical leadership on follower behavior (e.g., Kacmar 
et al., 2011; Kalshoven et al., 2013b), they might also affect ethical leadership more 
indirectly by playing into followers’ preferences and acceptance of the ethical 
leadership provided (cf. DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Foti et al., 1982; Lord et al., 1984; 
Schyns et al., 2011). Furthermore the study complements the literature on implicit 
ethical leadership theories (e.g., Keating et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2009; Resick et al., 
2006; Resick et al., 2011). Notably, it (1) shifts focus from cross-cultural differences 
in IELT to less-explored within-culture differences and (2) relates IELT to meso level 
characteristics of the social context. More practically, the study shows that taking into 
account characteristics of the work environment can help leaders to better anticipate 
followers’ needs and preferences in terms of ethical leadership. As a result, it can 
help leaders minimize discrepancies between their followers’ expectations of ethical 
leadership and their own ethical leadership practices. Minimizing such discrepancies 
subsequently enhances the leader’s reputation for ethical leadership and thus his 
or her ability to foster ethical decision-making and behavior within the organization. 

 
8.2 Theoretical Framework

8.2.1 Implicit ethical leadership theories
In its broadest sense, ethical leadership entails 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). Chapters 3, 4 
and 6 however, show that within the scope of this definition individuals differ in their 
implicit assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of ethical leadership (IELT). In fact, five 
ideal-typical IELT may be discerned - (1) the Safe Haven Creator; (2) the Practicing 
Preacher; (3) the Moral Motivator, (4) the Social Builder, and (5) the Boundaries Setter. 
These IELT have been extensively discussed in previous chapters (4, 6, and 7) and are 
summarized in Figure 4.2 in Chapter 4. Recognizing and understanding the variation 
in these IELT is important, as leaders who exhibit characteristics and behaviors that 
are consistent with followers’ own views on what that ethical leadership should entail 
have a greater chance of being accepted as an ethical leader, and thus have better 
chances of successfully fostering follower decision-making, behavior, and trust (cf. 

Den Hartog et al., 1999; Engle & Lord, 1997; Foti & Luch, 1992; Resick et al., 2006; 
Van den Akker et al., 2009). Conversely, Chapter 7 suggests that the extent to which 
specific characteristics and behaviors of a leader diverge from followers’ IELT may 
negatively affect the leader’s overall reputation for ethical leadership, hence limiting his 
or her ability to effectively stimulate ethical decision-making and behavior (Chapter 7).

To manage the discrepancies between IELT and ethical leadership practices, it 
is important to gain a better understanding of whence the variation in IELT comes. 
The studies reported in this dissertation identified four key characteristics of the 
work environment that are likely to shape the IELT of followers - job autonomy (see 
Chapters 4 and 7), the significance of followers’ tasks (Chapters 3, 4 and 6), the 
publicness of the tasks (Chapters 3 and 4), and followers’ own hierarchical position 
(Chapter 7). Closer examination of each of these four characteristics suggests that in 
all instances a similar underlying mechanism may be at work. That is, each of the four 
characteristics is likely to enhance the moral complexity of the work that followers do. 
It is precisely by doing so that these work characteristics shape followers’ preferences 
for a more proactive, values-based approach to ethical leadership. In other words, 
drawing on the analyses of the previous chapters and as illustrated in Figure 8.1, the 
moral complexity of followers’ work is expected to mediate the relationship between 
the structural characteristics of followers’ work environment and their implicit theories 
of ethical leadership. It is the purpose of the present study to conduct a more robust 
test of this model in its entirety, highlighting moral task complexity as the main 
mechanism by which characteristics of the work environment shape IELT. 

8.2.2 Moral Task Complexity and IELT
Moral dilemmas refer to decision-making situations in which moral values conflict, 
fundamental interests of others are at stake, and a normative judgment has to be made 
about the ‘right,’ ‘good,’ and ‘just’ course of action (cf. Beauchamp, 1991; Fijnaut & 
Huberts, 2002; Kaptein & Wempe, 2002; Menzel, 2007). The type of work that followers 
do and how their job is designed may not only affect the extent to which employees 
are confronted with moral dilemmas; it can also affect the severity of the dilemmas 
and hence the extent to which followers are required to make difficult moral decisions 
(e.g., Kalshoven et al., 2013b; Loyens & Maesschalck, 2010). I introduce the term ‘moral 
task complexity’ (MTC) here to denote the extent to which individuals experience moral 
dilemmas specifically related to the execution of their jobs. Moral task complexity can 
create a continuous tension that is not easily resolved (Hosmer, 1987). As a result, the 
more MTC individuals experience, the more likely they are to search outside themselves 
- and seek out organizational leaders in particular- for ethical guidance (Brown et al., 
2005; Jordan et al., 2013; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Treviño, 1986). 
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2013b). While empirical research on the antecedents of ethical leadership preferences 
is scarce, initial exploratory studies (Chapters 3 and 4) suggest that followers with jobs 
that are likely to be morally complex are also more likely to prefer a high-standards 
ethical leadership approach that revolves around explicit communication about ethics. 

Followers with greater MTC may also be more likely to endorse the Practicing 
Preacher because of the high moral standards that the leader described in this IELT 
sets. Again, the social learning approach to ethical leadership suggests followers 
will observe the behavior modeled by significant others and imitate that behavior 
when it is shown to have desirable outcomes (Bandura, 1977, 1986; Brown & Treviño, 
2006; Brown et al., 2005). As leaders often have relatively high prestige, status, and 
power within the organization followers interpret the behavior that leaders model as 
‘rewarding’ (Brown et al., 2005). Leaders that role model high moral standards thus 
send out a strong message to followers who deal with moral dilemmas themselves 
(Cooper, 2006; Menzel, 2007) and signal to followers that it is allowed and even 
desirable to ‘do the right thing’. In line with this, Jordan and colleagues (2013) recently 
found that ethical leaders whose moral reasoning is greater than that of followers, 
stand out as salient ethical role models whose ethics-related communication and 
behavior attract followers’ attention. Given the above, it is hypothesized that:

HYPOTHESIS 1   Moral task complexity has a positive effect on followers’ 
endorsement of the Practicing Preacher approach to  
ethical leadership.

The Social Builder may also fit well with the IELT of those higher in moral task 
complexity. In this ideal-typical IELT the leader is portrayed as an attractive role model 
for followers who are confronted with difficult ethical decision-making processes: 
by looking at situations from different perspectives and taking account of both the 
opinions of stakeholders and the broader societal interests, a leader should apply 
high moral reasoning skills and show – rather than tell - followers how they should 
evaluate and resolve moral issues (Caldwell, Bischoff, & Karri, 2002; Dobel, 1999; May 
et al., 2003). Similar to the Practicing Preacher, a leader with high moral standards and 
moral courage such as portrayed by the Social Builder IELT creates a sense of safety 
and comfort among followers and makes them feel supported in doing the morally 
right thing. The Social Builder’s caring and loyal attitude towards followers probably 
strengthens the follower’s sense of support even further: and social identity theory 
(Hogg, 2001; Hogg & Terry, 2000; Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003) suggests, followers 
identify themselves more with leaders who are caring and treat them fairly (Brown et 
al., 2005; Neubert et al., 2009). This, in turn, raises the leader’s moral authority and 

The Practicing Preacher IELT to ethical leadership may be especially appealing 
to followers high in MTC. By discussing moral dilemmas and regularly evaluating the 
ethical principles and values that should guide the work, this type of leadership is well-
suited to clarify norms, expectations, and responsibilities (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 
2008; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Lamboo et al., 2008), help followers determine the 
appropriate course of action (Grojean et al., 2004; Van den Akker et al., 2009) and help 
them achieve more sound ethical judgments (Brown et al., 2005). From a social learning 
perspective (Bandura, 1977, 1986; Brown et al., 2005), proactive communication 
about ethics also serves an important role modeling function: by explicitly talking 
about ethics-relates issues, leaders signal to followers that it is safe, acceptable, and 
even encouraged to come forward with their moral dilemmas, doubts, and questions 
(Driscoll & McKee, 2007; Kaptein, 2005; Treviño et al., 1999). Followers who experience 
high MTC therefore may expect and prefer a more communicative and clarifying 
ethical leadership style as helpful and instrumental (House, 1996; Kalshoven et al., 

Figure 8.1 Proposed structural relationship between work characteristics, 
    moral task complexity and followers’ IELT
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makes followers more inclined to emulate the leader’s ethical behavior (De Schrijver et 
al., 2010; Neubert et al., 2009). Finally, the emphasis that the Social Builder places on 
fostering shared moral values and norms within the group may help reduce some of 
the ambiguity that followers experience when dealing with moral dilemmas. Research 
on ethical decision-making suggest that individuals are more likely to act in a morally 
appropriate manner when they feel there is sufficient social consensus on the issue 
(Barnett, 2001). By stressing group-level values and shared moral decision-making a 
Social Builder approach to ethical leadership may provide followers with a sense of 
shared responsibility and security. The hypothesis is therefore as follows:

HYPOTHESIS 2  Moral task complexity has a positive effect on followers’ 
endorsement of the Social Builder approach to ethical 
leadership.

While the Practicing Preacher and Social Builder IELT are expected to meet the 
needs of followers with high MTC, followers with fairly little moral task complexity 
may consider such proactive ethical leadership to be of little interest and relevance to 
them. It could even be perceived as inauthentic or window-dressing because it has 
little to do with followers’ actual day-to-day work (cf. Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). This 
however, does not mean that ethical leadership is necessarily and entirely redundant 
for followers with less moral task complexity:  it is more likely that the less morally 
complex settings evoke preferences for a different approach to ethical leadership, 
rather than a complete lack thereof. Both the Safe Haven Creator and the Moral 
Motivator IELT portray a leader whose ethical guidance is somewhat more passive 
and implicit. Consequently, these two approaches may fit better with the needs, 
preferences, and expectations of followers with low MTC. 

The Safe Haven Creator portrays a leader who cultivates an environment for 
followers in which they can learn from their mistakes and where openness and 
accountability are valued. At the same time, communication about moral issues 
occurs less frequently and is mostly initiated by followers themselves, e.g. after 
observing questionable behavior or when explicitly confronted with moral dilemmas. 
For followers with low MTC, this may be the ‘goldilocks’ approach to ethical leadership 
- just right. Detert and colleagues (2007) for instance, found that a proactive, 
communicative approach to ethical leadership (cf. Brown et al., 2005) had no effect 
on restaurant workers. The authors suggested that this finding occurred most likely 
because respondents’ jobs tended to evoke only very few moral dilemmas (Detert 
et al., 2007). Limiting the explicit communication about ethics, as the Save Haven 
Creator does, may therefore fit better with the daily realities of followers with low MTC 

and prevent cynicism. Yet, as the Social Haven Creator approach fosters a sense of 
psychological safety among followers, it nevertheless allows them to come forward 
and openly discuss the dilemmas with the leader if and when moral dilemmas do 
occur (cf. Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). It is therefore expected that:

HYPOTHESIS 3  Moral task complexity has a negative effect on followers’ 
endorsement of the Safe Haven Creator approach to  
ethical leadership.

Similarly, followers with less Moral Task Complexity may have an IELT that is 
closer to the Moral Motivator than those with higher levels of MTC. While the leader 
exemplified in the Moral Motivator IELT shows strong moral character, reflectivity 
and authenticity, this is not the type of leader to make ethics a priority within the 
organization. Even more so, those adhering to the Moral Motivator expect leaders to 
leave moral decisions primarily to followers themselves. This approach seems closely 
related to what Treviño and colleagues (2003) consider to be an “ethically neutral” 
leader - a leader who is a strong moral person but not a clear moral manager. Still, 
a significant number of practitioners identify and recognize the Moral Motivator as 
a legitimate, and even their ideal, approach to ethical leadership (see Chapters 3, 4 
and 6). Again, the lack of moral complexity in their work may limit followers’ needs 
and preferences for a proactive, expressively ethics-oriented leadership style. These 
followers with low MTC may feel that a leader with strong moral character suffices.  

HYPOTHESIS 4   Moral task complexity has a negative effect on followers’ 
endorsement of the Moral Motivator approach to  
ethical leadership.

The last ideal-typical implicit ethical leadership theory is that of the Boundaries 
Setter. Earlier studies indicate that the overall support for this IELT is limited (see 
Chapters 4 and 6). Most likely, this authoritative, compliance-based approach conflicts 
with the egalitarianism and limited power distance that characterize Dutch society in 
general and Dutch implicit leadership theories more specifically (Den Hartog et al., 
1999; Hofstede, 1980). Among those that nevertheless did prefer the Boundaries 
Setter approach in earlier exploratory studies there were no clear indications of a 
relationship with the respondents’ moral task complexity75. MTC is therefore unlikely 
to have a significant effect on followers’ preferences for the Boundaries Setter.

75 Although endorsement of the Boundaries Setter approach did seem related to the respondents’ education >>
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HYPOTHESIS 5  Moral task complexity has no effect on followers’ 
endorsement of the Boundaries Setter approach to  
ethical leadership.

8.2.3 The role of followers’ work characteristics 
As indicated earlier, moral dilemmas within organizations do not stand on their own 
and may often be a direct consequence of the work that an individual does. Following 
up on findings of the preceding studies on implicit ethical leadership theories included 
in the dissertation, the present study therefore examine the relation between job 
autonomy, task significance, task publicness, and hierarchical position in shaping 
followers’ IELT. For each of these work characteristics it is expected that an indirect 
effect occurs through moral task complexity. As argued below, these structural work 
characteristics each raise the frequency and severity of work-related moral dilemmas 
and, as a result, shape followers’ assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of what 
ethical leadership should entail.

Job autonomy. Job autonomy refers to the freedom, independence, and discretion 
that employees have to organize their work and to decide how the tasks are to be 
performed (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). High autonomy jobs such as those of medical 
professionals lack clear structure and guidelines and have rather general requirements 
and goals (cf. Fiedler, 1971). Furthermore, autonomous jobs often include tasks that 
can be performed in many different – and often equally valid - ways (Fiedler, 1971). 
The decision-making situations in these ill-structured, high-autonomy jobs thus tends 
to be rather ‘weak’: the validity of decision options is open to interpretation, there 
are few constraints on employees’ behavior, and it is less clear to employees how to 
respond appropriately (Mischel, 1977). As a result, difficult moral dilemmas are more 
likely to emerge (Kalshoven et al., 2013b).

Where jobs are well structured and there is less autonomy, e.g. in supermarket 
cashier functions or restaurant service, moral task complexity may be much lower 
and thus is likely to indirectly affect followers’ need for explicitly ethics-focused 
leadership. To be clear, moral dilemmas can and do occur in any work environment, 
regardless of the level of job autonomy: a factory worker may observe a co-worker 
and good friend stealing organizational property, a waitress may be faced with sexual 

harassment from a superior and fear losing the job if (s)he reports it. On average 
however, when employees hold less structured and more autonomous jobs there will 
be more room for ambiguity in decision-making and hence the moral complexity of 
the tasks they are to perform is likely to be greater. In low-autonomy jobs on the other 
hand, the norms for behavior are already fairly clear and the tasks that employees 
perform are unlikely to evoke very ambiguous moral dilemmas (Detert et al., 2007; 
Kalshoven et al., 2013b). In support of this, and in line with findings in the preceding 
chapters of this book, Detert et al. (2007) and Kalshoven and colleagues (2013b) 
indeed found no significant effects of an explicitly ethics-focused leadership style on 
followers that hold low-autonomy jobs. The endorsement of the proactive, explicit 
ethical leadership approaches exemplified by the Practicing Preacher and the Social 
Builder thus will increase with one’s moral task complexity, whereas endorsement 
of the somewhat more passive approaches (i.e., Safe Haven Creator and Moral 
Motivator) will subsequently decrease as moral task complexity becomes greater. 
Consistent with arguments made in the previous sections, there is likely no (indirect) 
effect of job autonomy on followers’ endorsement of the Boundaries Setter. The 
above discussion leads to the following hypotheses:

HYPOTHESIS 6a  Job autonomy has a positive effect on followers’ moral  
task complexity.

HYPOTHESIS 6b  Job autonomy has an indirect effect on followers’ 
IELT endorsement, which is fully mediated by moral  
task complexity.

Task significance. The second work characteristic that may be relevant to followers’ 
implicit theories of ethical leadership is their task significance, i.e. the impact that the 
work has on others within the organization and the organization as a whole (Hackman & 
Oldham, 1975). Where followers’ jobs are more likely to have a significant impact within 
the organizations, for instance in HR functions, followers will need to consider multiple 
perspectives and have to weigh different values and stakes against one another on a 
regular basis. Hence moral dilemmas are likely more frequent, profound, and unclear 
when task significance is high, increasing the need for leaders to proactively help 
followers identify and understand the ethical ramifications of the work and guide them 
in making the appropriate decisions (cf. Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011). 
On the other hand, jobs that are relatively low in task significance may evoke only 
few moral dilemmas. Although (ethical) leadership itself to some extent can enhance 
followers’ perceptions of how significant their tasks are (Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; 
Piccolo et al., 2010), these perceptions are likely to be bounded by the more objective 

<< is most likely because lower educated individuals tend to have lower levels of moral reasoning (e.g., Rest, 1986; 

Rest 1994)  and as a result may prefer more straightforward moral rules and guidelines from the leader. Since the 

data include almost exclusively higher educated respondents, however, I am unable to explore this further in the 

current chapter. 
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characteristics of the work itself. That is, the decisions and actions of an HR director 
are more likely to have a profound, morally-laden impact on the lives of others in the 
organization than those of the restaurant workers included in the aforementioned 
Detert et al. (2007) study. Followers with higher task significance are thus less likely 
to endorse the more passive, reactive approaches to ethical leadership. Again, task 
significance probably has no direct or indirect effect on followers’ endorsement for 
the Boundaries Setter. Hence, it is expected that:

HYPOTHESIS 7a  Task significance has a positive effect on followers’  
moral task complexity.

HYPOTHESIS 7b  Task significance has an indirect effect on followers’  
IELT endorsement, which is fully mediated by moral 
task complexity.

Task publicness. Whereas task significance concerns the impact of one’s work 
within the organization, task publicness is more outward-oriented. Task publicness 
denotes the extent to which tasks are representative of public organizations and 
as such impact the functioning of society as a whole (analogous to ‘organizational 
publicness’, see e.g. Bozeman, 1987; Van der Wal et al., 2008). Similar to task 
significance, task publicness is likely to raise followers’ moral task complexity and 
subsequently shape their implicit ethical leadership theories. Chapter 3 indicated 
that where the main aim of one’s tasks is serve the public interest, ethics is more 
likely to be understood as something that is “inherent” in the work and therefore a 
“natural topic” that requires careful consideration, evaluation and weighing of different 
interests and moral consequences. Indeed, the nature of the public task typically 
involves conflicting sets of interests and conflicting norms by which to evaluate 
solutions (Morrell & Hartley, 2006). Followers with high levels of task publicness thus 
may experience more moral task complexity and, as a result, prefer more explicit, 
ethics-focused leadership styles. In contrast, and consistent with previous findings 
(see Chapter 3), followers with more private or neutral-oriented tasks are less likely 
to consider ethics and morality part of their “core business”. Their perceptions of the 
moral task complexity may be lower and therefore they may prefer more implicit and 
passive approaches to ethical leadership. Similar to the aforementioned expectations 
on the effects of structural work characteristics, it is hypothesized that:

HYPOTHESIS 8a  Task publicness has a positive effect on followers’  
moral task complexity.

HYPOTHESIS 8b  Task publicness has an indirect effect on followers’  
IELT endorsement, which is fully mediated by moral  
task complexity.

Hierarchical position. The results of Chapter 6 show that leaders’ ethical leadership 
practices more often than not diverge from their followers’ ethical leadership 
preferences. This suggests that those who hold a higher hierarchical position and 
formal leadership position in the organization, and especially those who have formal 
leadership responsibilities, may hold a different view on what ethical leadership 
should entail than those who are situated lower in the organization and have no 
formal leadership responsibilities themselves. There could be two reasons for this. 
First, those who operate at higher managerial levels in the organization are more 
likely to be in involved in making strategic decisions. As a result, their work may 
evoke questions that require highly principled decision-making processes, e.g. 
when it concerns questions about what the organization stands for or how ‘good’ 
performance is to be defined. This subsequently raises the moral task complexity of 
those at higher hierarchical positions. Second, organizational leadership concerns 
“the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be 
done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts 
to accomplish shared objectives” (Yukl, 2006: 8). By the very nature of their role within 
the organization, the tasks of those who operate at higher managerial levels thus 
affect followers, colleagues, and the organization as a whole. Followers’ hierarchical 
position may thereby heighten their perceived task significance and, indirectly, 
further raise their moral task complexity. As argued before, higher levels of moral task 
complexity are likely to enhance followers’ needs for an ethical leadership approach 
that includes high moral standards, explicit communication about ethics, and role 
modeling complex moral decision-making processes becomes even greater. The 
final hypotheses thus are as follows: 

HYPOTHESIS 9a  Hierarchical position has a positive direct effect on  
followers’ moral task complexity. 

HYPOTHESIS 9b  Hierarchical position has a positive indirect effect on 
followers’ moral task complexity, which is partially  
mediated by task significance. 

HYPOTHESIS 9c  Hierarchical position has an indirect effect on followers’  
IELT endorsement, which is mediated by task significance 
and moral task complexity.
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8.3 Methodology

8.3.1 Sample and procedure
I conducted the analyses for this chapter on data from Sample I (see Chapter 5 for the 
complete sample and data collection details). For this sample, I collected data using 
a snowball sampling method targeting respondents from a wide range of sectors and 
industries. I sent out e-mails to potential respondents in my professional and personal 
networks requesting the recipients to fill in an online survey2 and send the e-mail to 
two or more contacts in their own network with the same request. I also used social 
media and an open website link to approach respondents. I received fully completed 
surveys from 355 working adults, of which 52.1% is female and 12.3% is of non-
native ethnicity. As expected, higher educated professionals are overrepresented in 
the sample, with 22.9% having completed higher vocational education (HBO) and 
68.3% holding a university level degree. In terms of age, 21% is under 30, while 35% 
is between 30-44 years and 36% between 45-59 years old. Of the respondents, 
18.4% works part-time, 30.4% holds a formal leadership position, and most (37.1%) 
have tenure of more than 7 years. 

8.3.2 Measures
To explore the validity and reliability of the measures I first conducted preliminary 
principal components analyses and reliability tests using data from a sample of 
members of the Netherlands Institute of Psychologists (NIP; Sample II), followed by 
confirmatory factor analyses on yet another sample of members of a large semipublic 
organization (Sample III). Finally, I performed reliability and confirmatory factor 
analyses on the data for the study on hand. The main results of these analyses are 
reported in Chapter 5 and summarized below3. 

Implicit ethical leadership theories. To measure respondents’ ethical leadership 
preferences, I first presented them with a broad definition of ethical leadership 
as “leadership that is intended to foster integrity and ethical behavior within an 
organization”. I then asked respondents to read through five vignettes, each 
representing a brief description of one of the previously discussed IELT. Upon reading 
each vignette, respondents were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale the extent 
to which the description in question was in agreement with their own ideal image of 
ethical leadership (ranging from ‘no agreement at all’ to ‘full agreement’). Each of the 
five IELT was thus measured using a single-item Likert scale question. 

Moral task complexity. I measured moral task complexity using five statements about 
the extent to which followers experience moral dilemmas in their work. Examples of 
statements include: “In my work, I have to make difficult moral choices” and “In my 
work, I have to make significant decisions for which the ‘morally right’ thing to do is 
not immediately clear”. Each item was followed by a 5-point Likert-type response 
format (ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree). Cronbach’s alpha for this 
scale is .86, indicating good reliability. 

Job autonomy. I measured job autonomy using four slightly adjusted items from 
Spector and Fox’s (2003) Factual Autonomy Scale and one additional item using 
the same format (see Chapter 5). The FAS was developed to reduce the high levels 
of subjectivity that occur in traditional measures of autonomy (e.g., Hackman and 
Oldham’s 1975 Job Diagnostics Survey) and thereby prevent conflation of the 
measure with more general affective states and job dissatisfaction. Sample items 
included in the present study are: “In your work, how often does someone else 
determine when you should do your work?” and “In your work, how often does 
someone else determine how you should do your work?” With a Cronbach’s alpha 
of.77 the reliability of this scale is sufficient. 

Task significance. I developed a 3-item measure of task significance with the 
following items: “The work that I do on a daily basis has consequences for a large 
number of colleagues”, “The work that I do on a daily basis determines the well-being 
of colleagues”, and “The work that I do on a daily basis is of great importance to the 
success of the organization”. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure is .82. 

Task publicness. Following the results of the exploratory and confirmatory validity 
analyses, I included six items in the measure of task publicness, e.g. “The work that I 
do on a daily basis is directly or indirectly of interest to political decision-making” and 
“The work that I do on a daily basis is important for how well society functions”. The 
reliability of the scale is good (Cronbach’s alpha =.87).

Hierarchical position. I asked respondents to indicate whether they formallyhold a 
leadership position within the organization and if so, at what level (no formal leadership 
position, team leader, department/unit head, or top-level management). Responses 
to the open answer category were subsequently recoded based on their equivalence 
to one of the four answer categories. 
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Control variables. The analyses control for gender, age, non-native ethnicity, 
education, part-time employment, tenure, and organization size. 

8.3.3 Analyses
I tested the hypothesized structural equation model using AMOS 22.0. I employed a 
maximum likelihood estimation procedure with bootstrapping to deal with the non-
normal distribution of the dependent variables in the model (cf. Byrne, 2001; Yung & 
Bentler, 1996). Model A represents a baseline model in which only the direct effects 
of all work characteristics and moral task complexity on IELT are assessed76. I use 
Model A to assess whether the hypothesized, indirect effects model is indeed – as 
hypothesized - a better representation of the data than a direct effects model. Models 
B1 and B2 represent this hypothesized indirect effects model including all control 
variables77. To test the hypothesis that moral task complexity had no significant effect 
on the Boundaries Setter preference, I used nested model testing. I first assessed 
the full model that included a path between MTC and the Boundaries Setter in the 
structural model (model B1). I then tested this model against a nested model in which 
this path was deleted (model B2). An insignificant change in the model’s chi-square 
between these two nested models means that the more restricted model can be 
maintained and the path is indeed insignificant. 

To test the hypotheses on mediation effects, I followed steps 2 through 4 of 
mediation analyses outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) and James and Brett (1984). 
Hence, I first assessed the correlation between the causal variables job autonomy, 
task significance, task publicness, and hierarchical position and the mediators 
(step 2). In both models B1 and B2 I then assessed whether the mediator moral task 
complexity affected followers’ IELT (step 3) and simultaneously determined if moral 
task complexity fully or partially mediated the relationship by examining whether the 
effect of the causal variables on the outcome variables was zero when controlling 
for Moral Task Complexity78 (step 4). As I used SEM to estimate my model, step 1 
of mediation analysis (modeling the direct effect between the causal variables and 
outcome variables) was omitted and the total effect was inferred from the combined 

76 Given their more than likely association, I additionally allowed age and tenure and age and hierarchical position to 

correlate in all models. 

77 The control variables were added to the model as observed variables with structural paths to the five DV. More 

extensive multi-group analysis to examine potential measurement invariance related to the control variables were 

not conducted, but will be part of future follow-up research. 

78 In the structural equation model I tested this step by not modeling a direct effect between the work characteristics 

and the IELT while MTC was included as the mediating variable. 

direct and indirect effect (see Kenny, 2013). I used bootstrapping to obtain bias-
corrected confidence intervals. 

The hypotheses for mediation are accepted when (1) zero is not in the confidence 
interval, (2) the bootstrap standard error for the indirect effect is significant, and (3) 
the joint test of significance indicates that both paths of the indirect effect are indeed 
nonzero (Fritz, Taylor, & MacKinnon, 2012), and (3). In addition, I performed Sobel-
tests for all mediating paths (Sobel, 1982). As the indirect effect is a product of two 
effects, I took effect size of .01 to indicate a small mediating effect, whereas. 09 
represents a moderate effect and .25 constitutes a large effect (Preacher & Kelley, 
2011). Finally, for sake of parsimony, I removed all non-significant paths between the 
control variables and IELT in the model one-by-one79. The resulting empirical model 
is reported as model C in Table 8.2.

To assess whether the observed covariance matrix fitted my hypothesized model, 
I reviewed the overall model chi-square measure (χ2, Bollen, 1989), the Standardized 
Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR, Hu & Bentler, 1999), the comparative fit index 
(CFI, Bentler, 1990), and the root mean square error for approximation (RMSEA, 
Steiger & Lind, 1980) for measures of overall model fit. Both the chi-square and 
SRMR represent absolute measures of fit. For SRMR, a value of 0 indicates perfect fit. 
Values <.05 indicate good fit, though values between .05 and .08 are still considered 
acceptable (Hu & Bentler, 1999). CFI is an incremental fit index that compares the 
hypothesized model to a baseline model of complete independence between the 
items included. The CFI is recommended as the best approximation of the population 
value (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988), with values greater than .90 considered adequate 
and those above .95 indicating a good-fitting model (Bentler & Yuan, 1999). The 
RMSEA finally, is one of the most informative fit indices (Byrne, 2001: 84) and 
considers how well a model with unknown but optimally selected parameter values 
would fit the population covariance matrix if it were available (Browne & Cudeck, 
1993). RMSEA values below .05 indicate good model fit, although - as with the SRMR 
- values between .05 and .08 are still acceptable (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; MacCallum 
et al., 1996). 

79 The hypothesized main regression paths that were found to be non-significant (e.g., those modeling an effect of job 

autonomy on MTC or MTC on the Safe Haven Creator) were retained in the final model. Empirical respecification 

of a model by removal of paths that are non-significant is said to increase the risks of overfitting the model to the 

dataset on hand, especially if the results have not yet been replicated using other data (Kline, 2011). In contrast 

to the main regression paths, however, I did not hypothesize a structural relation between the control variables 

and followers’ IELT. Removal of the non-significant control variables is thus consistent with the theoretically 

hypothesized model.
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8.4 Results and Analyses

8.4.1 Correlations
The means, standard deviations and correlations between the control variables, 
exogenous and endogenous variables in the structural equation model are shown 
in Table 8.180. As discussed in Chapter 7, respondents’ endorsements of each of 
the five ideal-typical IELT are interrelated, yet the correlations are moderate at best. 
The highest correlations are those between the Moral Motivator and the Social 
Builder (r =.26, p <.001), the Safe Haven Creator and Moral Motivator (r =.21, p 
<.001), and the Practicing Preacher and the Social Builder (r =.21, p <.001). The 
vignettes can thus be assumed to represent sufficiently distinctive implicit ethical 
leadership theories.  

The zero-order correlations between the various work characteristics, moral task 
complexity, and implicit ethical leadership theories reveal a somewhat unexpected 
pattern. First, with respect to the relation between moral task complexity and the 
IELT, the correlations with the Practicing Preacher (r =.26, p <.001), Social Builder 
(r =.13, p <.001) and Boundaries Setter (r =.07, p =.194) are all in the expected 
direction. These correlations suggest MTC may indeed be associated with an 
increase in the endorsement of the more proactive, explicit approaches to IELT, 
while – consistent with results from the exploratory research (see Chapter 4) - MTC 
is unrelated to followers’ endorsement of the Boundaries Setter. However, contrary 
to hypotheses H3 and H4, moral task complexity is also uncorrelated to the Safe 
Haven Creator and Moral Motivator IELT. Second, examining the relation among 
the structural work characteristics, the data reveal that while task significance 
and task publicness are significantly related to moral task complexity (r =.38,  
p <. 001 and r =.26, p <.001, respectively), job autonomy shows no relation with 
MTC. Third, looking at the direct relation between work characteristics and IELT, 
it becomes clear that job autonomy and task publicness also do not correlate 
with the various implicit ethical leadership theories. Likewise, while followers’ own 
hierarchical position is correlated to moral task complexity and task significance 
(r =.27, p <. 001 and r =.41, p <.001, respectively), it is only directly related to the 
Practicing Preacher IELT (r =.11, p <.05). Task significance is related only to the 
Practicing Preacher IELT as well (r =.16, p <.01) and not, as originally hypothesized, 
to any of the other three IELT. Other noteworthy correlations are those suggesting a 
positive association between hierarchical position and job autonomy (r =.13, p <. 001), 

80 For a more in-depth discussion of the descriptive statistics I refer to Chapter 5.

followers’ age and their endorsement of the Safe Haven Creator and Social Builder 
IELT (r =.19, p <. 001 and r =.12, p <.05), and those indicating a small negative 
effect between the individual’s organization size and their endorsement of the Moral 
Motivator (r = -.12, p <. 05).  

To summarize, at face value, the pattern of correlations suggests that moral task 
complexity and task significance are likely antecedents of followers’ implicit ethical 
leadership theories, but job autonomy, task publicness, and hierarchical position are 
not. However, with the exception of job autonomy, all structural work characteristics 
are associated with moral task complexity. Meanwhile, moral task complexity 
shows the strongest relationship with followers’ IELT. The latter results do appear 
consistent with the hypothesized model, which suggests that the effects of work 
characteristics on ethical leadership are fully mediated by moral task complexity. In 
general, meditational effects may occur even when there is limited statistical evidence 
for a direct relation between the independent and dependent variable, and zero-
order correlations reveal both variables are related to the mediator but not directly 
to one another (see Kenny, 2013). Therefore an indirect effect of task publicness on 
followers’ endorsement of the various IELT via moral task complexity cannot yet be 
excluded completely. More stringent testing of the full causal model is needed to gain 
a full understanding of how and to what extent the various work characteristics and 
MTC directly or indirectly shape followers’ ethical leadership preferences. 

8.4.2 Hypotheses testing
As noted earlier, I tested three alternative models. Model A was a baseline model 
in which only direct effects of the work characteristics and moral task complexity 
were modeled. Models B1 and B2 together represent the hypothesized model B, 
including all control variables. I compared Model A to the hypothesized model B1 
to examine the superior fit of the latter, and thus provide additional support for the 
notion that work characteristics affect IELT indirectly by raising the individual’s moral 
task complexity. Absolute fit for Model B1 is slightly worse than for the direct effects 
Model A, but the difference is non-significant (∆ = 15,943, p =.82) suggesting Model 
A and Model B1 in fact fit the data equally well. However, CFI and RMSEA for Model 
B1 seem slightly better, and the lower AIC value suggests that of the two, the indirect 
effects model B1 is preferable. Since Model B1 also fits best with the theory, the 
indirect effects model is therefore maintained as the main model. After removal of the 
non-significant paths between the control variables and the IELT, the hypothesized 
model has adequate fit: χ2 = 486,362 (df = 282, p <.001), SRMR =.06, CFI =.93, and 
RMSEA =.05. The fit indices and the main regression results are reported in Tables 
8.2 and 8.3 and visualized in Figure 8.2. 
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Table 8.1  Correlations (Spearman’s rho)                           Page 242-243  >>

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

1 Gender 0.52 0.50

2 Age 5.77 2.27 -.18***

3 Non-native ethnicity 0.12 0.33 .10 -.09

4 Education 7.52 0.89 .06 -.16** .08

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

6 Tenure 3.44 1.44 -.18*** .51*** -.11* -.11* -.11*

7 Organization size 4.03 1.24 -.04 -.02 .08 .19*** -.23*** .20***

8
Moral task 
complexity

3.01 0.95 -.05 .19*** -.09 -.01 -.05 .20*** -.04

9 Job autonomy 3.35 0.75 -.04 .19*** .01 .01 -.10 .07 .02 .00

10 Task significance 3.30 1.00 -.09 .23*** -.06 -.08 .00 .15** -.06 .38*** .01

11 Task publicness 3.01 1.16 -.11* .16** -.00 .21*** -.05 .07 -.06 .26*** .01 .11*

12
Hierarchical 
position

0.55 0.95 -.15** .27*** -.04 .00 -.13* .25*** .05 .27*** .13* .41*** -.01

13
IELT Endorsement: 
Safe Haven Creator

4.15 0.72 .09 .19*** .06 .01 .01 .07 -.02 .04 .09 -.03 -.03 .02

14
IELT Endorsement: 
Practicing Preacher

3.72 0.93 .01 .07 .02 -.00 .05 .07 .05 .26*** -.04 .16** .03 .11* .14**

15
IELT Endorsement: 
Moral Motivator

3.69 0.94 .10 -.04 -.06 .07 .08 -.03 -.12* .09 .06 -.01 -.02 -.03 .21*** .13*

16
IELT Endorsement: 
Social Builder

3.69 0.94 .02 .12* -.09 -.00 .09 .06 .03 .13* -.04 .05 .08 .04 .17** .21*** .26***

17
IELT Endorsement: 
Boundaries Setter

2.97 0.97 .02 -.04 .07 -.01 .07 -.03 .02 .07 -.01 .02 -.03 -.02 .06 .12* .14** .21***

Moral task complexity and IELT. The results of the structural equation model tests 
(see Table 8.2) confirm Hypothesis 1 that moral task complexity has a positive effect 
on followers’ endorsement of the Practicing Preacher (ß =.26, p <.001). In addition, 
followers with higher MTC have a greater preference for the Social Builder than 
those with less MTC, providing support for Hypothesis 2 (ß =.11, p <.05). Together 
these findings show that followers who experience more moral dilemmas in their 
work are also more likely to prefer leaders that role model high ethical standards and 
explicitly and frequently communicate about ethical values, principles, and dilemmas. 

It also suggests that the greater their MTC, the more followers desire leadership that 
provides support and guidance in ethical decision-making processes and fosters 
shared moral norms within the group. It should be noted however, that the overall 
effect sizes are small to moderate. While the effects seem robust, other factors than 
follower demographics and moral task complexity are likely at work as well. 

Contrary to theoretical expectations MTC does not affect followers’ preferences 
for the Safe Haven Creator approach to ethical leadership. Hypothesis 3 is therefore 
rejected. Followers with higher and lower levels of moral task complexity do not differ 
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in their endorsement of the Safe Haven Creator. Instead, the Safe Haven Creator is 
positively associated with respondents’ age (ß =.19, p <.001), suggesting that older 
respondents find this implicit ethical leadership theory somewhat more appealing 
than their younger counterparts. Overall however, the mean endorsement scores 
for the Safe Haven Creator are high and the standard deviation is comparatively 
low (see Table 8.1). This indicates that most respondents agree that the Safe Haven 
Creator fits with their own individual implicit ethical leadership theory. Perhaps then, 
the characteristics and behaviors described in the Safe Haven Creator are best 
considered a ‘baseline’ expectation for ethical leadership, the minimum requirement 
for any ethical leader – regardless of followers’ work characteristics or moral 
dilemmas. In other words, in most work environments ethical leaders are probably 
expected at the very least to be open and accountable themselves and to create a 
safe environment in which followers can make mistakes and learn from them. 

MTC also did not affect followers’ endorsement of the Moral Motivator, meaning 
that Hypothesis 4 must be rejected as well. The Moral Motivator IELT centers on the 
person of the leader itself, emphasizing strong moral character, authenticity, self-
reflection and personal integrity. Additionally, the Moral Motivator IELT posits that 
a leader should not make ethics a priority within the organization and leave it up 
to followers to decide for themselves what is and what is not morally appropriate 
behavior. The mean scores for this IELT (Table 8.1) suggest the Moral Motivator is 
fairly appealing - and maybe even sufficient- for followers with limited moral task 
complexity but it appeals equally well to those with higher levels of MTC. In light 
of the findings for H1 and H2, followers with higher MTC seem to consider the 
characteristics and behaviors of the Moral Motivator as necessary, but not sufficient 
for ethical leadership. For followers with lower MTC, a combination of the Safe Haven 
Creator and Moral Motivator is more likely to suffice. Surprisingly, the analyses further 
show that organization size has a negative effect on follower endorsement of the 
Moral Motivator (ß = -.14, p <.01). Hence in larger organizations, followers are less 
likely to accept leaders who take such an approach to ethical leadership. 

As expected, followers’ endorsement of the Boundaries Setter did not differ 
according to their moral task complexity. This finding supports Hypothesis 5. 
Overall, the Boundaries Setter receives the lowest endorsement of all ethical 
leadership approaches. A strict focus on reinforcement of preset moral norms and 
values thus has limited appeal to followers, irrespective of their moral task complexity. 
Nonetheless, respondents do not refute the approach to ethical leadership entirely: 
with a mean score of 2.97 it seems that respondents do see some value in the 
compliance-based approach, perhaps as something of a ‘last resort’.  

Table 8.2  Model fit indices for the structural equation models A through C

SAMPLE I  N = 355

FIT INDICES

MODEL A
 

Direct effects 
+ control 
variables

MODEL B1

Indirect effects incl. 
 MTC � Boundaries 

Setter + control variables

MODEL B2

Indirect effects excl. 
MTC � Boundaries  

Setter + control variables

MODEL C

Indirect effects + 
insignifcant control 
variables removed

Ch-square 
(df, p)

763,297 
df = 365, 
p < .001

779,240 
df = 387, 
p < .001

781,642 
df = 388,
p < .001

486,362
df = 282

p = < .001

CFI .879 .881 .881 .932

SRMR .068 .070 .070 .059

RMSEA .056 .054 .054 .045

AIC 1087,297 1059,240 1059,642 676,362

The role of followers’ structural work characteristics. In line with the correlations 
reported earlier, the structural model indicates that the moral task complexity that 
followers experience in their work is unrelated to their job autonomy. Hypothesis 6a 
is therefore rejected. Since this means step 2 in the mediation analysis is not met, 
Hypothesis 6b is also rejected. Consistent with Hypotheses 7a, 8a, and 9a task 
significance, task publicness, and hierarchical level do have a significant direct 
effect on MTC (ß =.42, p <.001; ß =.35, p <.001 and; ß =.12, p <.05, respectively). 
Having freedom, independence, and discretion in one’s work in and of itself does 
not lead to more ambiguity and moral dilemmas: rather, individuals experience more 
moral dilemmas when they have greater leadership responsibilities, and perceive 
the decisions to be made as having a significant impact on others – both within the 
organization and externally, on society as a whole. Moreover, followers with a higher 
hierarchical position also report significantly more task significance (ß =.43, p <.001). 
The bootstrap confidence intervals (see Table 8.3), joint significance test, and Sobel 
test (test statistic: 4.95, p <.001) indicate that, as such, task significance indeed 
partially mediates the effect of hierarchical position on moral task complexity (ß =.18, 
p <.01), thus supporting Hypothesis 9b. 

I next examined the indirect effects of followers’ task significance on their 
endorsement of the five ideal-typical implicit ethical leadership theories. Hypothesis 
7b argued that moral task complexity mediates the relationship between task 
significance and followers’ IELT endorsements. This hypothesis is partially supported 
by the data: task significance indeed has a moderate indirect effect on the Practicing 
Preacher IELT (ß =.11, p <.01; bootstrap C.I. between .07 and .16). The joint significant
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between .01 and .10; positive joint significance test). However, the Sobel-test statistic 
for this indirect effect is 1.96 (p =.050), suggesting the effect is non-significant. It 
is most likely that the inconsistency in these results is due to the assumption of 
normality upon which the Sobel-test statistic is based. The Sobel-test assumes that 
the distribution of the product of the associated paths (αβ) is normally distributed 
(Sobel, 1982): but while this assumption is generally achieved in larger samples, it 
will be skewed at smaller sample sizes. Bootstrapping, on the other hand, is a non-
parametric procedure: it does not rely on the assumption of normality but instead 
approximates the sampling distribution empirically. In light of the non-normality 
inherent in the data on hand (see Chapter 5 and 6) and the fact that the sample size 
(N = 355) is not particularly large, the bootstrapping results are likely to provide the 
most accurate representation of the data. Thus H7b was tentatively accepted for 
the Social Builder IELT. Clearly however, further research is required to replicate the 
present results and provide more conclusive insights into the precise (indirect) effects 
of task significance on followers’ implicit ethical leadership theories.  

A similar pattern of results emerged for the indirect relation between task 
publicness and IELT endorsement. Task publicness has a moderate indirect effect 
on the endorsement of the Practicing Preacher (ß =.09, p <.01; C.I. between .06 and 
.13; positive joint significance test). The Sobel-test statistic for this indirect effect is 
3.62 (p <.001). Furthermore, consistent with the results for Hypotheses 3 through 5, 
task publicness does not indirectly affect followers’ endorsement of the Safe Haven 
Creator, Moral Motivator, or the Boundaries Setter. The indirect effect of task publicness 
on followers’ endorsement of the Social Builder however, again is ambiguous. The 
bootstrap confidence intervals do not cross 0 (between .01 and .08), and the small 
indirect effect is significant (ß =.04, p <.05; positive joint significance test). Yet the 
Sobel-test statistic for this indirect effect is non-significant (1.93, p =.053). In line with 
H7b, I decided to follow the bootstrapping results and tentatively accept Hypothesis 
8b for the Social Builder. This implies that there is partial support for Hypothesis 7b 
and Hypothesis 8b: tasks that are perceived as serving broader societal interests 
or having a an important impact on others in the organization elicit more and more 
serious moral dilemmas among followers, who therefore prefer an ethical leader who 
exemplifies moral courage, frequently talks about values, norms, and dilemmas, and 
engages followers in more group-based ethical decision-making processes. Yet 
other aspects of followers’ IELT, such as their expectations regarding safety or the 
moral character of the leader, are unaffected by structural work characteristics. 

Finally, there is the indirect effect of followers’ own hierarchical position on their 
IELT. The indirect effects on the Practicing Preacher and Social Builder IELT are 
small but significant (ß =.08, p <.01 and ß =.03, p <.05, respectively), with confidence 

Figure 8.2 The structural relationships between work characteristics, moral 
    task complexity and followers’ ethical leadership preferences81

test and Sobel-test statistic for this indirect effect (3.76, p <.001) also confirm the 
mediation. Consistent with the refutation of Hypotheses 3 and 4, and acceptance 
of Hypothesis 5, however, followers’ task significance has no indirect effect on their 
endorsement of the Safe Haven Creator, Moral Motivator, or the Boundaries Setter. 

For the Social Builder, the results are somewhat more ambiguous. The structural 
equation model results indicate a small yet significant indirect effect of task significance 
on endorsement of the Social Builder (ß =.05, p <.05; bootstrap confidence intervals 

81 The figure represents a simplified visualization of the tested model. During the analysis of the data, observed items 

were not parceled. While parceling can improve parsimony and model fit, it also enhances the risks of model 

misspecification and results in a loss of (applied) information that could aid in further analysis and interpretation of 

the structural relations in the model (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). The full measurement model 

(see Chapter 5) was thus included in the analyses, as were the significant effects of the control variables age (age 

on Safe Haven Creator) and organization size (organization size on Moral Motivator). Also, consistent with standard 

practice in SEM the exogenous variables were allowed to correlate. 
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STANDARDIZED  
EFFECTS

STANDARD 
ERROR

bootstrap

90% C.I.        
LOWER BOUND 

bootstrap

90% C.I.        
HIGHER BOUND 

bootstrap

CONCLUSION 
HYPOTHESIS

EFFECTS OF WORK CHARACTERISTICS ON IELT

H7b
TS���MTC���
Boundaries Setter (no effect)

n/a n/a n/a n/a Accepted

H8b
TP���MTC���
Practicing Preacher

.090 .022 .056 .130 Accepted

H8b
TP���MTC���
Social Builder

.039 .021 .007 .078 Accepted

H8b
TP���MTC����
Safe Haven Creator

-.018 .019 -.052 .012 Rejected

H8b
TP���MTC����
Moral Motivator

.027 .020 -.004 .060 Rejected

H8b
TP���MTC���
Boundaries Setter (no effect)

n/a n/a n/a n/a Accepted

H9c
HP���TS���MTC���
Practicing Preacher

.079 .020 .049 .117 Accepted

H9c
HP���TS���MTC���
Social Builder

.034 .019 .006 .070 Accepted

H9c
HP���TS���MTC���
Safe Haven Creator

-.016 .017 -.045 .010 Rejected

H9c
HP���TS���MTC���
Moral Motivator

.024 .018 -.005 .053 Rejected

H9c
HP���TS���MTC���
Boundaries Setter (no effect)

n/a n/a n/a n/a Accepted

Table 8.3  Summary of the direct and indirect structural effects  Page 248-249  >>

STANDARDIZED  
EFFECTS

STANDARD 
ERROR

bootstrap

90% C.I.        
LOWER BOUND 

bootstrap

90% C.I.        
HIGHER BOUND 

bootstrap

CONCLUSION 
HYPOTHESIS

EFFECTS OF MTC ON IELT

H1 MTC � Practicing Preacher .259 .052 .171 .342 Accepted

H2 MTC � Social Builder .112 .058 .020 .212 Accepted

H3 MTC � Safe Haven Creator -.052 .054 -.140 .039 Rejected

H4 MTC � Moral Motivator .077 .052 .057 .167 Rejected

H5
MTC � Boundaries Setter 
(no effect)

n/a n/a n/a n/a Accepted

EFFECTS OF WORK CHARACTERISTICS ON MTC

H6a AUT � MTC -.049 .064 -.158 .055 Rejected

H7a TS � MTC .424 .062 .316 .523 Accepted

H8a TP � MTC .349 .050 .264 .433 Accepted

H9a HP � MTC .124 .054 .037 .213 Accepted

H9b HP � TS  � MTC .180 .032 .133 .237 Accepted

EFFECTS OF WORK CHARACTERISTICS ON IELT

H6b AUT���MTC���
Practicing Preacher -.013 .017 -.045 .013 Rejected

H6b AUT���MTC����
Social Builder -.006 .009 -.027 .004 Rejected

H6b AUT���MTC  �   
Safe Haven Creator .003 .005 -.002 .013 Rejected

H6b AUT���MTC����
Moral Motivator -.004 .006 -.021 .002 Rejected

H6b AUT���MTC���
Boundaries Setter (no effect) n/a n/a n/a n/a Accepted

H7b TS���MTC���
Practicing Preacher .110 .028 .066 .159 Accepted

H7b TS���MTC����
Social Builder .048 .026 .009 .095 Accepted

H7b TS���MTC���
Safe Haven Creator -.022 .024 -.063 .014 Rejected

H7b TS���MTC����
Moral Motivator .033 .025 -.005 .076 Rejected

intervals for these indirect effects ranging between .05 and .12 (Practicing Preacher) 
and between .01 and .07 (Social Builder), and a positive joint significance test in 
both cases. Hypothesis 9c can therefore be accepted for the Practicing Preacher 
and the Social Builder. Holding a higher position in the organizational hierarchy and 
having greater leadership responsibilities directly and indirectly increases the moral 
complexity of the tasks that the individual performs, which in turn makes individuals 
higher in the organization involved more inclined to endorse a leader who takes a 
Practicing Preacher and Social Builder approach to ethical leadership than those 
situated lower in the organizational hierarchy. 
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8.5 Discussion and Conclusions

8.5.1 Discussion
Most scholars agree that attributes such as communication about ethics, clarity of 
rules, and reinforcement behaviors are necessary for ethical leadership (e.g., Brown 
et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Kaptein, 2003; Yukl et al., 2013). Yet as argued and 
shown throughout this dissertation (see e.g. Chapters 2 and 4), in practice attributes 
such as these take on different meanings and are manifested in different ways. 
Individuals hold different implicit theories of ethical leadership (IELT) and hence have 
different views on how frequently, proactively, and explicitly communication about 
ethics should occur, or how strict or tolerant reinforcement should be. In addition, 
research shows that deviating from followers’ implicit ethical leadership theories 
negatively affects a leader’s reputation for ethical leadership (see Chapter 7). The 
question remains, however, to what extent IELT are contingent upon the context in 
which followers operate (cf. Epitropaki & Martin, 2004). Are IELT collectively shared 
and do they vary structurally, or are they purely idiosyncratic and individual schemas 
of ideal ethical leadership? The aim of the present study was to provide some first 
insights on this key question by conducting a more robust and precise test of the 
extent to which characteristics of followers’ work environment impact their implicit 
ethical leadership theories, as the results of the exploratory studies in the present 
dissertation seem to suggest.  

The results show that work characteristics that increase the moral complexity of 
the tasks that followers perform, indeed have a small to moderate indirect effect on 
followers’ implicit ethical leadership theories. Consistent with what was theorized in 
Chapters 3 and 4, the greater the task significance and task publicness, the more 
moral complexity followers experience in their work. Those who work higher in the 
organizational hierarchy and hold formal leadership responsibilities themselves also 
experience more moral task complexity. As a result of their heightened moral task 
complexity, followers have a somewhat stronger preference for an ethical leadership 
approach that is closer to the Practicing Preacher and Social Builder. At the same 
time, structural work characteristics and moral task complexity do not affect 
followers’ endorsement of the other three implicit ethical leadership theories (i.e., the 
Safe Haven Creator, Moral Motivator, and Boundaries Setter). 

Considering that most respondents strongly endorse the Safe Haven Creator 
and, to a lesser extent, the Moral Motivator (see Chapter 6), these two IELT seem to 
represent a default, minimum baseline of what followers expect of ethical leadership, 
regardless of their work context. When the work context becomes more morally 
complex, additional leadership attributes such as explicit ethical guidance are 

expected as well, yet the need for safety and strong moral character remains essential. 
As hypothesized, followers’ work characteristics do not affect their endorsement of 
the Boundaries Setter IELT: it is most likely that the rather limited endorsement of this 
IELT across work contexts is due to the egalitarianism and low power distance that 
are deeply embedded in Dutch culture. 

Similar to what Epitropaki and Martin (2004: 307)  found in their study on general 
implicit leadership theories then, the main contents of followers’ IELT seem to 
remain more or less similar across work contexts. However, this does not mean that 
one style of ethical leadership necessarily fits all: as certain combinations of IELT 
attributes become more salient depending on specific characteristics of the context 
concerned (cf. Epitropaki & Martin, 2004), we must conclude that ethical leadership 
is best considered a variform universal phenomenon (Bass, 1997; see Chapter 3 
and 4). In addition, the present results reveal that individuals who share similar work 
characteristics are more likely to have more similar IELT as well, suggesting that IELT 
are at least in part shared. 

The findings partially support the connectionist model of Hanges, Lord and 
colleagues (Hanges et al., 2000; Lord et al., 2001; see also Epitropaki and Martin, 
2004). This connectionist model suggests that conceptions of ideal (ethical) leadership 
vary as a function of the context in which employees operate and the jobs that they 
perform (see also Chapter 2). Specifically, the results suggest that implicit (ethical) 
leadership theories differ not only cross-culturally (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Martin 
et al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006)  and between organizations (Dickson et al., 2006), 
but can also vary within the context of a specific organization, depending on work 
characteristics such as task significance and task publicness. Similar to Epitropaki 
and Martin (2004; see, however, Offermann et al., 1994), the study also found that 
respondents holding a higher, managerial position in the organization have slightly 
different perspectives on ideal ethical leadership than those lower in the organization 
who had no managerial responsibilities. This helps explain in part why followers 
may experience a discrepancy between their own IELT and their manager’s ethical 
leadership (see Chapter 7): since managers hold formal leadership responsibilities, 
they experience more task significance and moral task complexity and hence their 
own ideas about what ethical leadership should entail, differs from that of their 
followers. Moreover, the results confirm the notion that proactive and explicit ethical 
leadership is particularly relevant when followers operate in contexts that elicit more 
morally ambiguous situations and where ethical orientations are particularly salient 
(Eisenbeiss & Giessner, 2012; Kalshoven et al., 2013b; see also Chapters 3 and 
4; Piccolo et al., 2010). Conversely, when moral task complexity is low, the results 
suggest such proactive ethical leadership will fit less with followers’ implicit ethical 
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leadership theories. In these cases, taking a proactive and explicit approach to ethical 
leadership may actually be detrimental to the leader’s reputation (cf. Chapter 7) and 
have limited effect of follower ethical behavior (cf. Detert et al., 2007). 

Disconfirming hypotheses based on findings in the previous chapters, job 
autonomy has no effect on respondents’ moral task complexity, nor does it directly 
or indirectly affect their implicit ethical leadership theories. This is surprising since 
increased autonomy and freedom in decision making implies less specific guidelines 
for behavior and more opportunities for morally ambiguous situations to emerge 
(Kalshoven et al., 2013b), which in turn is likely to increase the amount and severity 
of the moral dilemmas that individuals face in their work. This null result may be 
attributable to the use of the Factual Autonomy Scale (Spector & Fox, 2003)  rather 
than the subjective and incumbent measures of job autonomy commonly used 
in other studies (e.g., Kalshoven et al., 2013b; Piccolo et al., 2010). Considering 
the difference in measures used, the results seem to indicate that discretion and 
autonomy per se are not enough to evoke moral dilemmas in the work. Instead, it 
is the individual’s personal experience and idiosyncratic perceptionof the amount of 
freedom, independence, and discretion that he or she has, and the extent to which 
the individual believes their tasks to have significant impact that determines whether 
that they experience more or less moral dilemmas. Thus in studying the moderating 
effects of subjective job autonomy on ethical leadership, we should be aware that 
the findings may be (partially) confounded by respondents’ overall affective states, as 
well as their moral awareness and perception of task significance and publicness (cf. 
Spector & Fox, 2003: 418-419). 

Finally, the results reveal that age positively affects followers’ endorsement of the 
Safe Haven Creator, while organization size negatively affects endorsements of the 
Moral Motivator. As regards the former, the older followers are, the more experience 
they will have with both (ethical) leaders and with having to resolve moral dilemmas 
in their work. Older workers may therefore believe they require less ethical guidance 
than their younger counterparts and the more passive, reactive approach to ethical 
leadership that is reflected in the Safe Haven Creator will appeal to them more. Such 
an effect of age on implicit leadership theories has been previously theorized by 
Epitropaki and Martin (2004), although they were unable to confirm this empirically. 
With respect to organization size, the results are consistent with research that shows 
larger organizations have more ethical formalism (Schminke 2001). All other things 
being equal, it seems reasonable to assume that an increase in the sheer number 
of organization members also increases the occurrence of morally questionable 
behavior within an organization. At the same time, integrity violations in larger 
organizations are more likely to result in greater societal, reputational, and financial 

impact, as cases such as Enron illustrate (Gini, 2004a; Sims & Brinkmann, 2003). In 
larger organizations then, it is no surprise that followers are less inclined to endorse 
leadership that does not make ethics a priority within the organization and expects 
followers to make their own moral judgments, without explicit guidance or discussion 
about the ethics and values of the organization.

8.5.2 Limitations
As with the study reported to Chapter 7, the data at the heart of this study is cross-
sectional and limited in its representativeness of the general working population (see 
Chapters 5 and 7 for a more detailed discussion). Where only cross-sectional data 
is available, the structural equation modeling used for the present study is generally 
superior to alternative modes of testing meditational relationship, as it also models the 
measurement model and hence accounts for error (cf. Iacobucci, 2008). Nevertheless 
it is important to note that the analyses prohibit conclusive causal statements and 
that the presumed causal ordering is based on theoretical plausibility only. Given 
the demographic composition of the sample and the use of a non-random snowball 
sampling method to collect the data (see Chapter 5), effects of sample characteristics 
cannot be fully excluded either. For instance, lower and mid-level educated workers 
may have rather different work experiences than the highly educated professionals in 
the present sample. While the empirical data provides few indications that education 
level actually affects individuals’ implicit ethical leadership theories (see Tables 7.1 
through 7.3 in Chapter 7), further empirical testing is needed to establish whether 
the results can be generalized to respondents with varying levels of education and 
working adults in general. 

In addition to the more general benefits and limitations associated with the use of 
a single-item IELT vignette measurement (see discussions in Chapters 5 and 7), the 
measurement also holds an additional limitation that is especially relevant to the study 
on hand. The IELT vignettes constitute specific combinations of ethical leadership 
attributes, such as communication, reinforcement, and moral courage, measuring 
only respondents’ agreement with the ideal-typical IELT as a whole. The effects 
of work characteristics and moral task complexity on IELT therefore provide no 
direct information about which attributes in particular followers endorse more when 
their moral task complexity increases. To aid the interpretation, I cross-referenced 
descriptive data from the individual Q-statements (see Chapter 5) with the other 
variables included in the hypothesized model. This descriptive analysis supported the 
interpretation of the results in that they show that it is primarily the attributes related 
to proactive ethics management, explicit communication, and support in ethical 
decision-making that appeal more to respondents with higher moral task complexity. 
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Still, for sake of triangulation of data and results, further research should consider 
conducting more in-depth examination of the relation between work characteristics, 
moral task complexity and follower endorsement of specific dimensions and attributes 
of ethical leadership. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the present study examines exclusively 
structural work characteristics as possible explanations for variation in respondents’ 
IELT endorsements; apart from demographic characteristics and tenure, it does 
not control factor such as followers’ personality, their moral reasoning levels, or 
socialization processes. Such factors however, may present an alternative explanation 
for the variance in follower IELT endorsements. To illustrate, research by Felfe and 
Schyns shows that perceived personality similarity shapes follower perceptions of 
their leader (Felfe & Schyns, 2010). Likewise, followers’ expectations of their leader 
and leadership may be shaped by a need for personality similarity: conscientious 
followers may expect their ethical leaders to be very conscientious as well (e.g., as 
implicitly reflected in the Moral Motivator IELT), while followers with a higher degree of 
neuroticism might prefer the clarity and stricter guidelines provided by the Boundaries 
Setter. Alternatively, followers’ personality may be a confounding factor in the present 
study. Followers who are more open to experiences, for instance, have been shown 
to have higher moral reasoning levels (Dollinger & LaMartina, 1998). This higher moral 
reasoning in turn could influence not only followers’ perceptions of the impact of their 
work (i.e., their task significance and task publicness), but also their perceptions of 
the moral task complexity as well as their IELT. Finally, IELT may also be the result of a 
more long-term socialization processes into their profession, either via education, job 
experience, or otherwise. While the results of the present study are consistent with 
the two exploratory studies in Chapters 3 and 4, it is important to remain cognizant 
of the fact that the specific focus on work environment applied in this dissertation 
does limit its sensitivity to other-level influences on implicit ethical leadership theories. 

8.5.3 Theoretical implications and future research
The results give a mixed answer to the question whether ethical leadership 
is best conceived as a ‘one style fits all’ or as a construct that is given different 
meaning depending on the context and situation concerned. These mixed findings, 
and especially the lack of association between job autonomy and follower IELT 
endorsement, partially deviate from expectations based on the exploratory research 
presented in Chapters 3 and 4. First and foremost then, the current study once again 
highlights the tentative nature of single-study results and underscores the value of 
triangulating and replicating studies in order to substantiate the conclusions we draw 
from our initial research. 

In identifying hierarchical position, task significance, and task publicness as 
significant (indirect) antecedents of followers’ IELT endorsements, the results do 
support earlier arguments that IELT can help explain how and why the effects of 
ethical leadership differ across work contexts (see Chapter 7; e.g., Detert et al., 
2007; Kalshoven et al., 2013b). The small to moderate effects found for these 
work characteristics nonetheless suggest a great need for additional research on 
the collective-idiosyncratic nature of IELT. Consistent with Van Quaquebeke and 
Brodbeck (2008), the smaller effect sizes could indicate that only a small portion of 
followers’ IELT is actually socially shared, while the rest remains uniquely dependent 
on followers’ individual experiences both inside and outside the work environment. 
Alternatively, the relatively small effects sizes in the current study may be due to the 
study’s focus on followers’ overall implicit ethical leadership theories82. Future research 
should examine implicit ethical leadership theories on a more situational basis. Such 
research could indicate the stability of IELT across time and circumstances, for 
example by showing whether moral task complexity raises followers’ expectations of 
ethical leadership more in general, or whether followers expect their leaders to adjust 
their style more temporarily, in reaction to the specific situation on hand. 

A non-equivocal result of the present study is the endorsement of the Safe Haven 
Creator IELT, which is consistently high regardless of followers’ work characteristics. 
This finding provides additional support for arguments made in Chapter 6, namely 
that most followers consider psychological safety and learning to be critical defining 
features of ethical leadership. At present, these attributes receive very limited 
attention in academic measures of ethical leadership, which center more around 
role modeling, communication, reinforcement, and empowerment (Brown et al., 
2005; Huberts et al., 2007; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2013). In addition to 
recognizing psychological safety as a key mechanism that explains how and why 
ethical leadership affects followers’ ethical behavior (cf. Driscoll & McKee, 2007; 
Neubert et al., 2009; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009), scholars may thus consider 
expanding both their conceptualization and their measures with aspects that more 
explicitly emphasize the leader’s openness and approachability and their tendency 
to give a second chance and turn mistakes into valuable learning experiences. Doing 
so improves the content validity of the measures and provides scholars with a more 
nuanced and adequate assessment of the extent to which followers truly experience 
ethical leadership in their organizations. 

82 In theory, small mediational effects may also be caused by too proximal mediation, which creates multicollinearity 

and loss of power (Kenny, 2013). However, considering that the correlations between work characteristics and IELT 

endorsements were already relatively smaller, this seems a less likely explanation for the results presented here. 
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8.5.4 Practical implications
Generally, ethical leadership scholars are fairly clear and consistent in their 
recommendations for practice: role model ethical behaviors consistently, communicate 
about ethics and provide ethical guidance, and reinforce the right behaviors in the 
right way (Brown et al., 2005; Huberts et al., 2007; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 
2013). While good advice, the variability of followers’ expectations of ethical leadership 
(Chapter 3 and 4) and their likely effects on perceptions of the leader’s characteristics 
and behaviors (see Chapter 7) suggest the challenge of ethical leadership may be more 
complex than research to date suggests: employees are not merely passive followers 
of ethical leadership, but rather active participants who have their own ideas about 
what ethical leadership entails and on whose buy-in and acceptance the ethical leader 
depends. The present study however, should reassure managers somewhat: while a 
true one style fits all approach to ethical leadership indeed seems untenable, the results 
do show structural variations in implicit ethical leadership theories. In other words, 
IELT are at least in part collectively shared among followers who operate in similar 
work environments. Such collective expectations of ethical leadership hold important 
practical promise (Offermann et al., 1994), as it enables managers to better anticipate 
their followers’ IELT by employing an ethical leadership approach that is likely to appeal 
to most members of their team and fits best given the circumstances on hand . 

The present study indicates that, regardless of work context, managers should 
maintain a certain ‘baseline’ ethical leadership at all times. This baseline consists of 
characteristics and behaviors laid out in the Safe Haven Creator and Moral Motivator 
IELT -being open about one’s own decisions and behaviors, role modeling ethical 
behavior, creating a safe environment where employees feel free to report things 
and discuss their moral dilemmas without undue personal repercussions, allowing 
for mistakes and learning experiences, and finally, exhibiting strong moral character, 
authenticity, and vulnerability. Managers can subsequently use the expected moral 
task complexity of followers’ work as an indication of when and where expectations 
for ethical leadership are raised. Where followers’ work evokes more frequent and 
more extensive moral dilemmas, e.g. because their work has a direct and substantial 
impact on the lives of others or on society in general, it is also important that managers 
set high standards for ethical decision-making, communicate explicitly about ethics 
and values, and engage employees in more joint moral decision-making processes. 
This aids the development of shared moral standards and helps followers to consider 
decision alternatives and their moral implications from different perspectives. At the 
same time, the results showed only partial collectivity in IELT: managers should thus 
beware that idiosyncratic differences in employees’ expectations of ethical leadership 
still can and do occur and that their approach to ethical leadership need not work 

equally well with all employees. Where this is indeed the case, managers should 
make extra efforts to understand and align employees’ needs and expectations with 
their own leadership practices, as an integral part of their ethical leadership and 
communication about ethics and values in the organization.   

Managers should also consider how their position within the organization affects 
their ideas about good, ethical leadership and how these may differ from those of 
their followers. As their hierarchical leadership position comes with higher levels 
of moral task complexity, managers are more inclined to prefer and perhaps also 
employ a Practicing Preacher or Social Builder approach to ethical leadership. Their 
lower-level employees however, may not necessarily share this preference: they 
experience significantly less moral complexity in their everyday work. To the extent 
that the moral task complexity is indeed minimal, the ‘baseline’ ethical leadership 
approach discussed above may suffice and in fact be as, or even more, effective 
than a more proactive, explicit ethical leadership approach (cf. Detert et al., 2007; 
Kalshoven et al., 2013b). Conversely, where moral task complexity is actually greater 
than employees seem to realize, managers should raise employees’ moral awareness 
by explicitly emphasizing the significance, publicness, and moral implications of the 
actual work itself before engaging them in more general discussions of moral values, 
principles, and dilemmas (Practicing Preacher), or attempting to develop a shared set 
of morals for the group as a whole (Social Builder). Where employees acknowledge 
and recognize the significance, publicness, and moral implications of their own work, 
their endorsement of proactive, explicit ethical leadership increases and such ethical 
leadership is more likely to be effective. 

8.5.5 Conclusion
Implicit theories of ethical leadership constitute an important frame of reference 
through which followers perceive and interpret ethical leadership (Chapter 7; see also 
Den Hartog et al., 1999; Eden & Leviatan, 1975; Hunt et al., 1990; Kenney et al., 
1996; Lord et al., 2001). Understanding how implicit theories come to be is thus 
a key factor in understanding the differential effects of ethical leadership across 
contexts. Following up on research on cross-cultural variations in IELT (Martin et 
al., 2009; Resick et al., 2006; Resick et al., 2011)  and the exploratory studies in 
Part I of the dissertation, the current study examined the extent to which IELT vary 
structurally according to specific characteristics of a follower’s work context. The 
results show that the attributes described in the Safe Haven Creator IELT and to a 
lesser extent those in the Moral Motivator IELT serve as a ‘baseline’ ethical leadership 
that individuals endorse and expect regardless of their specific work environments. 
However, where tasks are perceived as having a relatively large internal and external 
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impact, and moral complexity of the work becomes greater, the expectations for 
ethical leaders are significantly higher: in such contexts, ethical leaders are expected 
to also communicate proactively and explicitly about values and dilemmas, and 
engage their followers in joint and thorough ethical decision-making processes. In 
conclusion, variation in IELT is found to be at least partially structural. This result 
is particularly promising for managers who wish to anticipate their followers’ needs 
and expectations for ethical leadership. Meanwhile, in showing that structural 
work characteristics are systematically related to followers’ expectations of ethical 
leadership, it shows further inquiry into the collectively shared nature of IELT is both 
practically relevant and academically promising. 


