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ABSTRACT: In the expanding field of ethical leadership research, little attention
has been paid to the association between ethical leaders’ ethical characteristics
(beyond personality) and perceived ethical leadership, and, more importantly,
the potential influence of ethical leadership on followers’ ethical characteristics.
In this study, we tested a theoretical model based upon social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 1986) to examine leaders’ moral identity and moral attentiveness as
antecedents of perceived ethical leadership, and follower moral identity and
moral attentiveness as outcomes of ethical leadership. Based upon data from 89
leaders and 460 followers in China, collected at two points in time, we found
that leaders’ moral identity and moral attentiveness are associated with follower’s
perceptions of ethical leadership. Ethical leadership is, in turn, associated with
their followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness. We found furthermore
that ethical leadership mediates the effect of leaders’ moral identity on followers’
moral identity, but not the effect of leaders’ moral attentiveness on followers’
moral attentiveness. We discuss the findings, theoretical contributions, practical
implications, and future research.
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NTEREST IN ETHICAL LEADERSHIP HAS BURGEONED in the past decade

in part because of ethical scandals in a wide variety of organizations across the
globe. At the same time, research has consistently demonstrated the importance of
ethical leadership—the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through
personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct
to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making
(Brown, Trevifio, & Harrison, 2005: 120)—for influencing follower attitudes
and behaviors in a positive ethical direction (Avey, Wernsing, & Palanski, 2012;
De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Hansen, Alge, Brown, Jackson, & Dunford, 2012;
Kacmar, Bachrach, Harris, & Zivnuska, 2011; Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2010;
Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009; Schaubreck et al., 2012).
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If ethical leadership is as important as the research suggests it seems essen-
tial to understand the characteristics that contribute to followers’ perceptions
of ethical leadership. Yet, relatively few studies have empirically examined the
antecedents of ethical leadership and, those that have, have emphasized Big-Five
personality attributes (e.g., Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De Hoogh, 2011) rather
than more explicit ethics-related attributes. As exceptions, leader cognitive moral
development (Jordan, Brown, Trevifio, & Finkelstein, 2013) and leader moral
identity (Mayer et al., 2012) were recently found to be related to perceptions of
ethical leadership. In this study, we include leader moral identity but we also add
a newer construct representing an important ethics-related characteristic, leader
moral attentiveness (Reynolds, 2008). We will propose that leaders with higher
moral identity and higher moral attentiveness are more likely to be perceived
to be ethical leaders by their followers.

Regarding the consequences of ethical leadership, most empirical work has
focused on the positive effects of ethical leadership on employees’ attitudes, such
as follower job satisfaction and affective commitment (Neubert, Carlson, Kacmar,
Roberts, & Chonko, 2009), and job behaviors such as individual and group orga-
nizational citizenship behavior (Avey et al., 2011; Mayer et al., 2009), employee
voice behavior (Zhu, He, Trevifio, Chao, & Wang, 2015), job performance (Zhu
et al., 2015), follower misconduct (Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2010), and fol-
lower deviance (van Gilsa, van Quaquebekeb, van Knippenbergc, van Dijkec, &
de Cremer, 2015). But research has not yet addressed whether ethical leadership is
associated with followers’ ethics-related personal characteristics, such as follower
moral identity and moral attentiveness.

In this study, we ask whether stronger ethical leadership is associated with an
increase in follower’s attentiveness to ethical issues and the extent to which they
say they think of themselves as moral persons. In sum, we will test the effects of
leaders” moral identity and moral attentiveness on ethical leadership, and the effects
of ethical leadership on followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness. We will
also test ethical leadership as a mediator of those relationships. Figure 1 depicts
the theoretical model.

Our research makes multiple contributions. First, we expand understanding
of who is more likely to be perceived to be an ethical leader by finding that moral
attentiveness serves as an antecedent to perceived ethical leadership. We also
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identity identity
Ethical
leadership

Leader moral ’ n ‘ ’ HSbt ‘ Follower moral
attentiveness attentiveness

Figure 1: Theoretical Model.
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replicate the finding that leader moral identity serves as an antecedent to ethical
leadership as has been previously shown (Mayer et al., 2012). Second, we answer
a particularly important question about whether the followers of ethical leaders
are stronger on these same characteristics. Our supportive findings suggest that
stronger ethical leaders are associated with followers’ heightened ethics-related
characteristics, meaning that follower moral identity and moral attentiveness that
have been considered to be more stable and trait-like in the past can be altered by
external stimuli such as strong ethical leadership. These findings seem particularly
important both theoretically and empirically because they demonstrate that ethi-
cal leaders are able to influence followers’ ethical characteristics that drive their
attentiveness to ethical issues as well as the way they think of themselves as moral
persons. The fact that the ethical characteristics of followers tend to mimic those of
their leaders suggests a social cognition (Bandura, 1977, 1986) explanation for the
relationship, in keeping with the primary theoretical framework driving the ethical
leadership construct.

HYPOTHESES

Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory has provided the foundation for much
recent behavioral ethics research (Treviiio, den Nieuwenboer, & Kish-Gephart,
2014) including research on moral identity, moral attentiveness, and ethical lead-
ership. Therefore, it offers a useful overarching framework for this study and the
relationships we propose. Social cognitive theory emphasizes the importance of
individual cognition, self-reflection, and self-regulation, as well as how cognition
results from the social environment via attention processes and social learning
from models.

Leader’s Moral Identity and Ethical Leadership

Social cognitive theory represents moral identity as a component of one’s self con-
cept. Moral identity refers to the extent to which people believe themselves to be
ethical and the degree to which moral traits such as being caring, compassionate,
fair, friendly, generous, helpful, honest and kind are important and central to their
self-definition, including their desire to represent this aspect of themselves to others
(Aquino & Reed, 2002). For those with a strong moral identity, social cognitive
theory argues that their moral self-schema is more cognitively accessible and more
easily activated (Lapsley & Lasky, 2001). Moral identity is considered to be critically
important to ethical decision making and behavior (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Blasi,
1984; Hardy & Carlo, 2005; Weaver, 2006) and has been found to be positively
related to pro-social behaviors and negatively related to unethical behaviors such
as cheating (Shao, Aquino, & Freeman, 2008).

Aquino and Reed’s (2002) conception of moral identity incorporates two dimen-
sions, symbolization (i.e., the desire to represent oneself to others as moral) and inter-
nalization (i.e., the perception of oneself as higher on the above moral characteristics).
Moral identity internalization, which has been used in many studies (e.g., Aquino,
Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009; Smith, Aquino, Koleva, & Graham, 2014),
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represents the degree to which individuals imbed moral traits as an integrative compo-
nent of their moral self-concept. With high moral identity internalization, individuals
avoid unethical behaviors, notice, correct, and deal with those unethical behaviors,
and pay attention to how ethical decisions are made (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002;
Mayer et al., 2012; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). With high moral identity sym-
bolization, people are motivated to publicly express to others that aspect of them-
selves that represents their moral identity (Aquino et al., 2009; Aquino & Reed,
2002).

Aquino and Reed (2002) proposed that moral identity can serve as a self-regulatory
mechanism because of the internalized notions of right and wrong that can influ-
ence people to act ethically. The motivational power of moral identity arises from
peoples’ desire for self-consistency (Blasi, 1984, 2004). In order not to experience
guilt or other types of negative emotions, individuals with higher levels of moral
identity tend to act in ways that are consistent with their moral identity (Aquino
et al., 2009; Aquino & Reed, 2002; Mayer et al., 2012).

Reynolds and Ceranic (2007) noted that moral identity also represents an import-
ant link between moral judgment and moral behavior. When facing moral dilem-
mas, individuals need to select, perceive, interpret and respond to external stimuli.
Because moral identity influences ethical decision-making (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, &
Thoma, 1999), leaders with a higher level of moral identity can be expected to be
more likely to make ethical decisions and act ethically (e.g., Mayer et al., 2012).

We thus propose that leaders with stronger moral identity will be more likely to be
perceived to be ethical leaders because such leaders will more likely engage in the
normatively appropriate behaviors that are associated with ethical leadership (either
because they wish to portray themselves as moral to others or because they think of
themselves in moral terms). They will show care and concern for their subordinates
and other stakeholders such as customers or business partners and they will make
fair and principled decisions. They will engage in and encourage pro-social behav-
ior and will be more likely to notice, discourage and correct unethical behavior in
themselves and in others, all attributes of ethical leadership.

Therefore, we hypothesize that:

HI: Leaders’ moral identity is positively related to follower perceptions of them as
ethical leaders.

Leader’s Moral Attentiveness and Ethical Leadership

While moral identity has recently been associated with perceptions of ethical lead-
ership (Mayer et al., 2012), the connection between leader’s moral attentiveness and
ethical leadership has not yet been studied. But, scholars have noted that regularly
attending to ethical issues is essential to ethical decision making and conduct
(Kohlberg, 1976; Trevifio, 1986) because when individuals interpret situations as
having ethical content and consider how different options affect the concerned par-
ties, they are more likely to behave ethically. One of the critical factors influencing
one’s sensitivity to and awareness of ethical issues is moral attentiveness, a relatively
new construct in the behavioral ethics literature which is defined as “the extent to
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which an individual chronically perceives and considers morality and moral elements
in his or her experiences (Reynolds, 2008: 1028).”

Based upon social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), Reynolds (2008) proposed
that some individuals are cognitively more attentive to ethical issues than others
and that individuals’ moral attentiveness has a significant effect on how individuals
understand and act in their moral worlds. Reynolds argued that moral attentiveness
constitutes a distinct cognitive category, or framework, that can make moral infor-
mation more cognitively accessible. With high moral attentiveness, individuals focus
more on morality and use a moral lens to make sense of experience and process
incoming stimuli. Thus, individuals use these chronically accessible morality con-
cepts to interpret incoming information, to analyze and reflect on that information,
creating a person who is more generally and regularly attentive to the ethical aspects
of daily life (Reynolds, 2008). The second aspect of moral attentiveness is a more
intentional and reflective aspect wherein individuals consider ethical matters and
reflect on their moral experiences. For example, a leader high on moral attentiveness
might call on followers to identify a moral issue or issues facing them during a
meeting, and then lead a discussion of those issues.

Reynolds (2008) suggested that an individual’s level of moral attentiveness was
associated with both increased moral awareness (i.e., the recognition that a specific
issue is ethics-related) (Jones, 1991) and moral behavior. Thus, leaders who are high
in moral attentiveness should be more regularly attentive to the moral dimensions
of information they encounter and more likely to reflect on the information with their
followers. Because they are likely to bring this attentiveness and resulting moral
awareness and ethical behavior to their leadership role, subordinates should be more
likely to perceive them as ethical leaders.

H2: Leaders’ moral attentiveness is positively related to follower perceptions of them
as ethical leaders.

In the following section, we propose that ethical leadership will influence
followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness. Neither of these relationships has
been previously studied. They are particularly important because they suggest that
ethical leaders may have a significant impact on the persons they supervise, beyond
the work-related attitudes and behaviors that have been previously studied.

Ethical Leadership and Followers’ Moral Identity and Moral Attentiveness

Based on social cognitive theory’s social learning (Bandura, 1977: 1986), Treviio
and Brown (2005) argued that ethical leaders influence followers primarily through
modeling processes. Behavioral modeling is considered to be one of the most
important and effective means for leaders to transmit their values, attitudes,
and behaviors to their followers, who learn about desirable traits and behaviors
by observing their leaders and then emulating those they find to be legitimate
and credible. Therefore, ethical leaders should be able to influence followers’
characteristics such as moral identity and moral attentiveness through social
learning processes.
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But, can we expect that follower individual differences can differ because of their
association with a particular leader? We have long tended to think of individual
differences as stable, especially the most heritable ones, such as intelligence and the
Big Five personality characteristics (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1988). However, even
Costa and McCrae, who have been represented as proponents of the immutability of
personality traits, have said that they are open to the possibility that personality
can change (Costa & McCrae, 2006). Recent research has explored the notion that
rather than being set in “plaster,” personality may have “plasticity,” leading to the
understanding that individual differences (even personality) can and does change
(Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). For example, researchers have demonstrated
the plasticity of personality as a result of work experiences (Roberts, 1997). But,
we are not proposing here that ethical leaders can change followers’ personality,
which we suspect may be more difficult to change than the characteristics we consider
in our study. We argue here that followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness
are somewhat plastic and therefore, likely subject to social influence, something that
the developers of these constructs also propose and as we explain below. We also
look to Lord and Brown (2004) who also relied on social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1986) to propose that leaders can have a profound influence on followers’ selves
by communicating meaning (verbally and non-verbally) in various situations. For
example, an ethical leader’s routine use of ethical language in a variety of situations
should prime and activate followers” moral identities and awareness. In their book,
Lord and Brown (2004) review research demonstrating that leaders can influence
followers’ self-concepts through priming effects and by creating environments that
cue and activate aspects of their identities.

Although research has generally treated moral identity as a relatively stable indi-
vidual difference, Shao, Aquino, and Freeman (2008) also argued that it can develop
through social interactions with peers and parents in adolescence. They proposed
that, beyond adolescence, moral identity development is affected by institutional
contexts such as work contexts. We propose here that one of the most important
ethical influences in the work context is a strong ethical leader. Therefore, when
employees observe leaders who stand up for doing what is right, especially if the
leaders are successful in doing so, their moral identities will be primed and they
will be encouraged to think about this aspect of themselves.

Further, from a social learning perspective, followers will be inclined to want to
emulate ethical leaders and therefore ascribe more importance to the moral aspects
of their own identities. The ethical leader’s moral values, preferences, aspirations,
emotional responses and behaviors become the targets of emulation, with followers
desiring to be good and moral persons themselves—persons who value the moral
aspect of their identity. Because they admire and wish to emulate the leader, these
followers should come to think of themselves differently, as people for whom the
moral aspect of themselves is elevated in importance.

Furthermore, we propose that ethical leaders can influence followers’ moral
attentiveness because a strong ethical leader directs followers’ attention in an ethical
direction —to ethical standards, concerns, and complexities, priming them to notice
and attend to ethical issues. Although moral attentiveness (like moral identity) has
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been treated as a relatively stable individual difference, Reynolds (1998) argued that
moral attentiveness is not fixed and that leaders could be helped to increase their
moral attentiveness. Along the same lines, we argue here that the moral attentiveness
of followers is quite likely open to influence by strong ethical leaders. Ethical lead-
ers set ethical standards, regularly communicate with followers about ethical issues
and give them feedback about ethical decisions. When facing moral challenges or
dilemmas at work, ethical leaders raise ethical issues, explain the moral values that
guide their decisions and actions, provide constructive and insightful suggestions or
feedback to followers, and coach followers on how to deal with ethical dilemmas
and how to solve issues in an ethical way. With this repetitive attention to ethical
issues from their leader, followers should become more regularly attentive to ethical
concerns themselves. Because ethical leaders are legitimate and credible role mod-
els, followers will also want to emulate the leader’s attentiveness to ethical issues.
In addition, because ethical leaders care a great deal about their people, they are
also likely to take an interest in and engage with their followers’ ethical growth and
development. Ethical leaders are more likely than other leaders to provide ethical
mentoring, with followers reciprocating with their trust and attention. As a result,
followers of ethical leaders will be more likely to notice and internalize the ethical
values, behaviors, and messages being sent by the ethical leader, and incorporate
these into their moral selves through increased moral identity and attentiveness.
Thus, we hypothesize that:

H3: Ethical leadership is positively related to followers’ moral identity.
HA4: Ethical leadership is positively related to followers’ moral attentiveness.

The Mediating Role of Ethical Leadership

To this point, we have hypothesized that leader’s moral identity and moral attentive-
ness are positively related to ethical leadership and that ethical leadership is positively
related to followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness. In order to complete our
model, we predict that the relationships between leaders’ moral characteristics and
followers’ characteristics are mediated by ethical leadership. We suggest that only
when leaders “walk the talk” through ethical leadership behaviors can followers
become aware of their thoughts and decision processes, witness their behaviors in a
variety of organizational settings and learn from their leader’s daily moral talk and
actions. In other words, a leader’s moral identity and moral attentiveness can only
be exemplified to followers through ethical leadership behaviors such as the explicit
identification of ethical issues in meetings, conversations about the importance of
doing the right thing, fair and principled decisions, and actions taken in response
to inappropriate behaviors. Then, via modeling processes, followers mimic ethical
leaders, resulting in the enhancement of their own moral identity and attentiveness.
Ethical leaders, as moral exemplars, provide a strong basis for followers to emulate
their attentiveness to ethical issues and to think differently about themselves, ele-
vating the extent to which morality is more central and important to their identity.
Therefore, we expect that ethical leadership behavior will mediate between leaders’
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moral identity and followers’ moral identity and between leaders’ moral attentiveness
and followers’ moral attentiveness.
Thus, we hypothesize that:

H5a: Ethical leadership mediates the relationship between leaders’ moral identity and
followers’ moral identity.

H5b: Ethical leadership mediates the relationship between leaders’ moral attentiveness
and followers’ moral attentiveness.

METHODS

Participants and Procedure

We collected a total of 89 leader-follower groups from two companies, one in the
communication and IT industry, and the other one in the manufacturing industry,
through CEO support. The human resources departments in the companies provided
us with a full roster of demographic information (such as age, gender, educational
level) and work-related information (entry date, job rank, etc.). A structured ques-
tionnaire was compiled in English and then translated into Chinese following double-
translation rules (Sperber, Devellis, & Boehlecke, 1994). Before the survey, one
research assistant explained to the participants the purpose and requirement of
the research, ensured the confidentiality of the research process, and collected all of
the surveys when completed on site.

To reduce concerns about common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, &
Podsakoff, 2012), we collected data from two different sources at two time points
with an interval of three weeks. At Time 1, we asked 548 employees to report their
immediate supervisors’ ethical leadership behaviors, and we asked 99 immediate
supervisors of these employees to report their own moral identity and moral atten-
tiveness. The purpose of the first wave is to test the antecedents of ethical leadership.
At Time 2, we distributed surveys to the same group of employees, and they reported
their own moral identity and moral attentiveness. The purpose of the second wave
is to test the consequences of ethical leadership. Followers responded to questions
regarding their moral identity and moral attentiveness. After matching the cases of
Time 1 and Time 2, we arrived at the final sample of 460 followers, with a response
rate of 84.94%, and 89 supervisors, with a response rate of 89.90%. Every leader
has an average of 3 to 10 (Mean = 5.17) followers. We got strong support and
endorsement from the CEOs of these two firms, which helped us to obtain a higher
response rate. It is not surprising that response rate is high when there is a support
from the executive leaders in a company (Baruch & Holtom, 2008).

In the leader sample, 61.8% were male and 38.2% were female. Thirty-two point
six percent were between 25 and 35; 48.3% were between 35 and 45; 19.1% were
above 45. The majority (96.7%) held a college degree or above. The supervisor
respondents had an average working tenure of 18.11 years and an average company
tenure of 12.46 years.

In the follower sample, 44.3% were male and 55.7% were female; 15.6%
were under 25; 54.8% were between 25 and 35; 17.8% were between 35 and 45;
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11.8% were above 45. The majority (90.0%) held a college degree or above. The
follower respondents had an average working tenure of 12.34 years and an average
company tenure of 9.79 years.

Measures

Ethical leadership. Ethical leadership was measured using Brown et al.’s (2005)
10-item 5-point Likert scale. Employees were asked to consider their immediate
supervisors and indicate the extent to which they agree or disagree with statements
about their supervisors. Sample items include, “listens to what employees have
to say”’; and “disciplines employees who violate ethical standards.” The Cronbach’s
alpha score is .91. The CFA results using M-plus (Muthen & Muthen, 2010)
showed acceptable indexes: y* = 184.43, df =35, p < .01, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .10,
SRMR =.04. Although the RMSEA score is slightly higher than the recommended
score, it is still within the acceptable range of up to .10 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993).

Moral identity. We measured moral identity using Aquino and Reed’s (2002)
10-item 5-point Likert moral identity scale, including both the “internalization”
and “symbolization” sub-dimensions. Sample items were, “Being someone who
has these characteristics is an important part of who I am (internalization)” and
“The types of things I do in my spare time (e.g., hobbies) clearly identify me as
having these characteristics (symbolization).” One item, “I would be ashamed to be
a person who has these characteristics ( R )”, was removed from the analysis due
to its low loading value smaller than .30. Cronbach’s alpha scores are .75 and
.86 for the leader and follower samples.

Because we were not predicting different theoretical relationships for the two dimen-
sions, and to simplify our model for parsimony purposes, we treated moral identity as a
2nd order factor, as others have done (e.g., Brebels, De Cremer, Van Dijke, & Van Hiel,
2011) and as our data suggested would be appropriate. To support our treatment of moral
identity as a 2 order factor, we ran a CFA. The CFA results showed that the goodness-of-
fitindices of the 2" order model (2 = 148. 73, df=25,p < .01, CFI= .91, RMSEA = .10,
SRMR =.07) are significantly better (delta y* =5.95, delta df=1, p<.01) than the 2-factor
model (> =154.68, df =26, p < .01, CFI=.91, RMSEA =.10, SRMR =.07). According
to Bollen (1989), a second-order model is preferable to a first-order model when both
models fit the data essentially the same in terms of fit, because a higher order model
allows for covariation among first-order factors and accounts for the corrected errors that
are common in first-order models. Although the RMSEA score is slightly higher than
the recommended score, it is still within the acceptable range of up to .10 (Browne &
Cudeck, 1993).

Moral attentiveness. We measured moral attentiveness using Reynolds’s (2008)
12-item, 7-point Likert Moral Attentiveness Scale. It includes both perceptual
(7 items) and reflective sub-dimensions (5 items). Sample items were “Many of
the decisions that I make have ethical dimensions (perceptual aspect)” and “I think
about the morality of my actions almost every day (reflective aspect).” One item
measuring the perceptual aspect, “I rarely face ethical dilemmas (R )”, was removed
from the analysis due to its low loading value smaller than .30. Cronbach’s alpha
scores are .84 and .92 for leader and follower samples.
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Again, in the interest of parsimony, because we did not theorize different relation-
ships for the two sub-dimensions, and because these two sub-dimensions have been
demonstrated to be highly correlated and to have similar relationship patterns with
other theoretically discriminant and convergent measures (Reynolds, 2008), we created
a general scale of moral attentiveness as others have done (e.g., van Gils et al., 2015;
Whitaker & Godwin, 2013). We ran a CFA to support our decision to treat moral
attentiveness as a general scale. The CFA results showed that the goodness-of-fit
indices of the 2nd order model (y* = 80.74, df =42, p < .01, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .05,
SRMR = .06) are quite similar (delta y* = 1.92, delta df = 1, p > .05) to the 2-factor
model (y? = 82.66, df =43, p < .01, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .06). This
is also consistent with Bollen’s suggestions (1989) as noted above.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports the means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability coefficients
of all variables used in the study. We found that leaders’ moral attentiveness (r=.21,
p < .01), and moral identity (r = .23, p < .01) were positively related to ethical
leadership. Similarly, ethical leadership was positively related to followers’ moral
attentiveness (r=.28, p <.01), and moral identity (r = .34, p <.01). Additionally, the
coefficients between leaders’ moral attentiveness and followers’ moral attentiveness
(r=.33,p<.01), between leaders’ moral identity and followers’ moral identity
(r=.10, p <.05), were statistically significant. We also calculated skewness and
kurtosis statistics for all variables in Table 1; none indicated violations of normality
assumptions.

Hypothesized Model

The M-PLUS program provides the correct parameter estimates and standard errors,
and yields more accurate Type I error rates than non-hierarchical methods. M-PLUS
not only provides a general way to deal with non-independence of ratings of ethical
leadership among different followers within one unit under the leadership of the same
manager, it also permits intercepts and slopes to vary randomly across leader clusters
(Preacher, Zyphur, & Zhang, 2010). Therefore, we used multilevel path analysis

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics, Reliability Coefficients and Correlations amongst Study Variables

Variable Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5
1. Leader moral attentiveness 4.52 1.18 .84
2. Leader moral identity 4.55 43 26%% 75
3. Ethical leadership 4.13 71 21%% 23%% 92
4. Follower moral attentiveness 4.47 1.25 33%* 24%% 28%% .88
5. Follower moral identity 441 .63 .07 .10* 3455k 22%% .87
Note. N = 460.

*p <.05; ¥p <.01; ¥¥* p < .001
Values shown in the diagonal are Alpha reliability scores.
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model to accommodate the cross-level nature of this study and to model top-down
relationships (Preacher et al., 2010). The multilevel path analysis model decomposes
the variance of a variable into the within-group variance and the between-group
variance (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2009). The multilevel path analysis model allows
modeling the different variance components independently at different levels. At the
within-group level, variables can have random intercepts and random slopes, can differ
between groups. At the between-group level, these random intercepts are latent
variables with each team member as the indicators.

The multilevel path analysis avoids such problems as conflated within- and
between-group relationships and is able to calculate the indirect effects more pre-
cisely than the traditional multilevel approach (Nohe, Michaelis, Menges, Zhang, &
Sonnta, 2013; Preacher et al., 2010). The two-level model is able to partition the
variance of a variable in clustered data into two orthogonal latent components
(i.e., the between component and the within component) (Asparouhov & Muthen,
2006). The level 2 variables (leader moral identity and moral attentiveness) have
only between-group variance. Level 1 variables (ethical leadership, follower moral
identity, and moral attentiveness) usually have both between and within components
(Preacher et al., 2010).

In our proposed model, independent variables such as leaders’ moral identity,
and moral attentiveness are assessed at level 2, the mediator ethical leadership is
assessed at level 1 but with both within-group and between-group variances, and the
outcomes such as followers’ moral identity, and moral attentiveness are assessed at
level 1. Therefore, in our model, X (leader moral identity, and moral attentiveness)
are assessed at Level 2 and M (i.e., ethical leadership) and Y (i.e., follower moral
identity, and moral attentiveness) are assessed at Level 1 (i.e., 2-1-1 design).
We also calculated the intra-class correlation coefficients (ICCs) for ethical lead-
ership ICC(1) = .31, p < .01; ICC(2) = .71, p < .01). The results show that 31%
of variance resides in the between-group level, which means that between-level
(i.e., group level) variance of ethical leadership cannot be ignored. The ICC(2), which
represents that the group mean has a reliability higher than the recommended level
(Bliese, 2000), shows that it is appropriate to treat ethical leadership as a group-
level construct. Therefore, it is appropriate to categorize the total variance of ethical
leadership into the within-group and between-group components.

Nevertheless, through the command of “Cluster” M-PLUS, we are able to adjust
for clustering or classification in data analysis taking non-independence of obser-
vations into account (Bliese, 2000; MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004;
Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Doing so offers more accurate coefficient estimation and
significance testing by controlling for the non-independence effect at the group level
(Bliese, 2000; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010), which also means that the confound-
ing influence due to the fact that employees are in the same organization (note: we have
two firms) is also controlled for.

We conducted the path analysis using Mplus 6.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010)
with robust maximum likelihood (MLR) estimation. The fit indexes of the proposed
theoretical model are: y> =4.36, df=2, CF1 =.97, RMSEA = .05, SRMR (within) =
.00, SRMR (between) = .07. Although the SRMR (between) is slightly higher than
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the recommended score, it is still within the acceptable range of up to .10 (Browne, &
Cudeck, 1993). Also, the score of y? /df (2.18) falls below the adequate fit range of
less than 5 (Marsh & Hocevar, 1985). Table 2 shows the regression path coefficients,
supporting hypotheses 1 through 4.

Finally, to test for mediation (Hypothesis 5), we followed Mackinnon, Lockwood,
Hoffman, West, and Sheets (2002) and calculated the product of coefficients with
M-PLUS 6.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010). The statistically significant indirect path
coefficient implies that the relationship between the predictor and the outcome vari-
ables occur through the mediator (Iacobucci, Saldanha, & Deng, 2007; Mackinnon
etal., 2002; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The indirect effect corresponding to the chain
relationship (Ieader moral identity — ethical leadership — follower moral identity) is
significant (8 = .077, standard error = .043, p < .05), as shown in Table 3, and the
direct relationship between leader moral identity and follower moral identity is not
(B =.084, standard error =.082, p > .05), which is no longer considered a necessary
condition for claiming a mediating effect by some scholars (e.g., Kenny, 2014;
MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007). Therefore, H5a, which posits that ethical
leadership mediates the relationship between leaders’ moral identity and followers’
moral identity, was supported, which means that ethical leadership is a full
mediator. The indirect effect corresponding to the chain relationship (leader moral
attentiveness — ethical leadership — follower moral attentiveness) is not significant
(B=.02, p > .05) as shown in Table 3. Therefore, H5b, which posits that ethical lead-
ership mediates the relationship between leaders’ moral attentiveness and followers’
moral attentiveness, was not supported. However, the direct relationship between
leader moral attentiveness and follower moral attentiveness is significant (ff = .29,
p <.01). To summarize, we found that ethical leadership mediates only the relationship
between leader moral identity and follower moral identity, but not the relationship
between leader moral attentiveness and follower moral attentiveness.

We conducted further analysis by reversing the relationship paths among these
variables. Specifically, we treated follower moral identity and follower moral
attentiveness as Vs, and ethical leadership, leader moral identity and leader moral
attentiveness as DVs. This model exhibits a poorer model fit (y* =29.91, df = 6,
CFI=.73, RMSEA =.09, SRMR (within) = .04, SRMR (between) = .21) compared

Table 2: Structural Equation Path Coefficients

Est. S.E. p-value Significant
Leader moral attentiveness — Ethical leadership .08* .04 <.05 YES
Leader moral identity- Ethical leadership 27F% .10 <.01 YES
Ethical leadership - Follower moral attentiveness 26%% .08 <.01 YES
Ethical leadership-Follower moral identity 29%% .06 <.01 YES
Leader moral attentiveness - Follower moral identity 29%% .09 <.01 YES
Leader moral identity - Follower moral identity .08 .08 >.10 NO

Note. N = 460. The standardized coefficients are reported.
*p <.05; % p <.01 (I- tailed)
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Table 3: Mediation of the Effect of Leader Moral Characteristics on Follower Moral Characteristics
through Ethical Leadership

Est. S.E. P-Value Significant

Leader moral identity- Ethical leadership- Follower moral .08 .03 .01 YES
identity

Leader moral identity- Ethical leadership-Follower moral .07 .03 .05 YES
attentiveness

Leader moral attentiveness-Ethical leadership - Follower .02 .01 .05 YES

moral identity

Leader moral attentiveness-Ethical leadership-Follower .02 .01 >. 05 NO
moral attentiveness

Note. N = 460. The standardized coefficients are reported.
*p<.05; ** p < .01 (1- tailed)

to the hypothesized model. This analysis casts doubt on the alternative explanation
that followers with higher levels of moral attentiveness and moral identity rate their
leader higher on ethical leadership.

DISCUSSION

In this research we attempted to answer the question whether ethics-related charac-
teristics of leaders are associated with follower perceptions of their ethical leader-
ship and whether followers of ethical leaders differ in terms of their ethics-related
characteristics because of their association with an ethical leader. Our research
suggests that the answer is yes. We examined two important social cognition-based
individual antecedents of ethical leadership, leader moral identity and leader moral
attentiveness (the latter had not been previously studied). We also studied two follower
ethics-related outcomes of ethical leadership, neither of which had been studied
previously. Our results support the hypotheses that leaders’ moral identity and moral
attentiveness are associated with follower perceptions of their ethical leadership,
which, in turn, are associated with followers’ increased moral identity and moral
attentiveness. Thus, followers of ethical leaders are higher in moral attentiveness and
moral identity, meaning that they are more chronically attentive to moral issues and
they say that moral identity is a more important part of their overall self-concept.
Ethical leadership mediates this relationship for moral identity but not for moral
attentiveness.

Implications for Research

This research makes a number of contributions. First, we advance the developing
field of ethical leadership by expanding its nomological network to include moral
attentiveness as an antecedent and both follower moral identity and moral atten-
tiveness as outcomes. As to the antecedents, only a handful of studies (e.g., Mayer
etal., 2012) have examined the antecedents of ethical leadership. But, the focus has
been mostly on personality traits with little attention to ethics-related leader charac-
teristics, such as moral identity and moral attentiveness (see Mayer et al., 2012 and
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Jordan et al., 2013 for exceptions). We tested the association of leaders’ moral
identity, and moral attentiveness with ethical leadership, expanding the answer to the
question, who is more likely to be perceived as an ethical leader. Findings show that
a leader’s moral identity and moral attentiveness are positively related to follower
perceptions of their ethical leadership. Our findings also extend previous research
on moral attentiveness (Reynolds, 2008) and moral identity (e.g., Aquino & Reed,
2002; Aquino et al., 2009) and demonstrate the two variables’ value as predictors of
ethical leadership. Leader moral identity and moral attentiveness concern the leader’s
self-definition and associated schemas (in the case of moral identity) and attention
mechanisms (in the case of moral attentiveness), both of which rely on social
cognitive mechanisms (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Bandura, 1986; Reynolds, 2008).

A particularly unique aspect of our study is the proposal and finding that the
followers of ethical leaders (who are higher on moral identity and moral attentiveness)
are themselves higher on moral identity and moral attentiveness, suggesting a kind of
moral uplifting role for ethical leaders who act as attractive, legitimate, and credible
role models for their followers (Burns, 1978; Bass, & Steidlmeier, 1999; Brown &
Trevifio, 2006; Zhu, Avolio, Riggio, & Sosik, 2011) and who likely prime ethical
self-concept and draw attention to ethical issues, activating followers’ ethical
schemas or creating new ones (Lord & Brown, 2004). The path coefficients for these
two relationships are almost identical, suggesting that the followers of stronger ethical
leaders are similarly elevated across these two dimensions. Again, relying on social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) we proposed that it is primarily through social
cognitive processes, including modeling that followers of ethical leaders become
more attentive to moral issues that arise, and think of themselves more as moral
people. Both moral attentiveness and moral identity have been thought of primarily
as stable, trait-like characteristics. But, our research suggests that both are potentially
malleable through exposure to a strong ethical leader.

An interesting finding concerns the mediating role of ethical leadership. As indicated
above, we found that ethical leadership fully mediates the effect of leader moral
identity on follower moral identity, but does not mediate the effect of leader moral
attentiveness on follower moral attentiveness. This finding suggests that the nature
of the relationship between leaders’ and followers’ ethics-related characteristics
differs for these two characteristics. Our findings suggest that a leader’s moral iden-
tity may need to be demonstrated more clearly and explicitly by ethical leadership
behaviors in order to be noticed and cognitively processed by followers such that
it affects followers’ own moral identity. By contrast, the moral attentiveness of
followers appears to be more open to direct influence by the ethical leader. Moral
attentiveness may not need to be demonstrated as explicitly by managers’ ethical
leadership behaviors because leader moral attentiveness is inherently more obvious,
as shown in the direct relationship between leader moral attentiveness and follower
moral attentiveness. This makes sense because, from a social learning (Bandura,
1986) perspective, followers are likely to attend to whatever leaders are attending
to and learn, over time, to attend more to ethical issues themselves. Moral attentiveness
may also be inherently more plastic because it does not implicate followers’ identities,
but only what they attend to.
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By contrast, we found no direct effect of leader moral identity on follower moral
identity. This also makes sense because moral identity is less likely to be apparent to
followers unless it is explicitly demonstrated through a variety of ethical leadership
behaviors. Followers of a strong ethical leader who does all of the things strong
ethical leaders do (e.g., treat employees well, make principled and fair decisions,
hold everyone accountable to high standards) may be more inclined to align their
own identities with that of the strong ethical leader. But, these are questions
for future research. This investigation has been fruitful for exploring how leaders’
individual moral characteristics can directly and indirectly influence followers’
moral characteristics and has opened the door to further research.

In other recent work, follower moral attentiveness was found to moderate the
relationship between ethical leadership and follower unethical behavior (van Gils
etal., 2015). Those followers who were more morally attentive were more likely
to engage in deviant behaviors in response to an unethical leader. Future studies
should examine the moderating role of follower moral attentiveness in ethical
leadership outcomes as well. Similarly, follower moral identity may moderate such
relationships.

Rather than treating moral identity and moral attentiveness exclusively as stable
trait-like constructs, our research suggests that we should also consider that they are
somewhat malleable individual characteristics that can be influenced by significant
others in the work context such as strong ethical leaders. Future research should
conduct investigations over time to determine whether these leader influences “stick™
with followers. In other words, do followers who have worked for a strong ethical
leader maintain these ethical characteristics (higher moral identity and moral atten-
tiveness) over time? And, what happens when a new leader arrives or the employee
moves on to a new work group or organization? Are strong ethical leaders capable
of affecting lasting changes in their followers? Lord and Brown (2004) noted that
less research exists on the enduring effects of leaders on followers’ self concepts,
making longitudinal research on this question even more important.

Implications for Practice

Our research has several practical implications. First, given the importance of
ethical leadership found in this and other studies, it is worthwhile for organizations
to utilize human resource practices such as selection, coaching, mentoring, training
and other leader development tools to increase the level of ethical leadership in their
organizations. Organizations should be able to assess managerial candidates’ moral
attentiveness and moral identity by using available scales. Second, organizations
may be able to develop training or other programs aimed at enhancing leader moral
identity and moral attentiveness. For example, Reynolds (1998) suggested that
managers could be helped to develop critical moral reflection by being encouraged
to think about the moral complexities they face and examine the underlying social,
cultural, and other factors that can possibly influence moral attentiveness. Our
research suggests that if leaders are more attentive to moral issues, their followers
will be as well. So, future research should consider whether and how leaders can
be developed in this way.
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Additionally, we learned that ethical leadership is important if we want to influence
employees to think more about ethical issues, and to think of themselves as moral
agents. Therefore, leaders must be made to understand the importance of their
ethical role modeling not just for followers’ attitudes and behaviors, but also for
those followers as ethical persons. Whether the increased moral identity and moral
attentiveness that comes from one’s association with an ethical leader is lasting and
continues beyond this association remains a question for future research. Perhaps it
can be undone by a subsequent leader who is either more neutral or even unethical or
abusive. Or, perhaps, once having a stronger moral identity and moral attentiveness,
followers would strengthen their ethical resolve and courage in the face of unethical
leadership in the future.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has a number of strengths. For example, we identified an additional
ethics-related individual difference (e.g., moral attentiveness) as an antecedent for
ethical leadership. Perhaps more importantly, we identified follower ethics-related
outcomes that are associated with ethical leadership (moral identity and moral atten-
tiveness). Regarding methods, we administered questionnaires to multiple parties
(e.g. supervisors and followers) to reduce same source bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). We also collected data at two time points for leadership
variables and follower outcome variables separately. Thus, cross sectional data bias
was mitigated. In the first wave, leaders rated their own moral identity and moral
attentiveness while followers in each work group rated their leader on ethical lead-
ership. In the second wave, followers responded to questions regarding their moral
identity and moral attentiveness. However, despite collecting data at two points in
time, we cannot infer causality. For example, followers who have higher levels of
moral attentiveness may have noticed and identified with leaders’ ethical behaviors
more and thus, rated the ethical leadership of their manager higher. In this regard,
it would be ideal to collect data at three points in time, i.e. leaders reporting their
moral identity/attentiveness at time 1, followers rating their managers’ ethical
leadership at time 2, and followers reporting their own moral identity/attentiveness
at time 3.

Also, taking an attraction-selection-attrition (ASA) perspective (Schneider, 1987),
employees with stronger ethical characteristics may have been attracted to eth-
ical leaders with these same characteristics or leaders high on these characteristics
may have selected followers higher on these characteristics. However, our under-
standing and experience of work organizations suggests that followers rarely get
the opportunity to select their supervisors and supervisors are looking for a broad
array of characteristics beyond ethical ones. We also believe that the social cognitive
perspective is more logical and more consistent with previous work in these areas.
Nevertheless, future research should pursue experimental or longitudinal approaches
to further investigate these relationships.

Further, it is possible that ethical leaders influence followers with middle levels
of moral identity and moral awareness more than those with extremely low levels
of moral identity and moral awareness. This is because those followers with middle
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levels of moral identity and moral attentiveness may aspire to develop their moral
selves more than those with lower levels. All of these questions deserve future
research exploration.

Although we relied primarily on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) to
guide the development of hypotheses in this study, much remains unknown about
the social cognitive processes at work such as priming and modeling. Future work
should also delve more deeply into these influencing mechanisms regarding how
ethical leadership develops followers’ moral identity and moral attentiveness.

A final strength of this paper is that we conducted this study in the Chinese con-
text. Because research on ethical leadership in China remains sparse, this research
contributed to cross-cultural studies on ethical leadership through finding that
managers’ ethical characteristics are associated with perceived ethical leadership,
which in turn, are associated with followers’ ethical characteristics. In this regard,
we are extending earlier work on ethical leadership in a different cultural context
(Whetten, 2009). In the future, it might be helpful to collect additional cultural
variables (e.g., collectivism) that might influence or moderate these relationships.

CONCLUSION

The present study helped to expand the answers to two questions: Who is more likely
to be perceived to be an ethical leader and, more importantly, are ethical leaders likely
to have an impact on their followers as moral people? We answered the first question
by finding that both leader moral identity and moral attentiveness are associated with
follower perceptions of ethical leadership. We began to answer the second question
by finding that ethical leadership is positively related to followers’ moral identity
and moral attentiveness. We also learned that the relationship between leader and
follower moral attentiveness is a direct relationship while the relationship between
leader and follower moral identity is mediated by ethical leadership, a difference we
explore in our discussion. We hope this study contributes to the increasing awareness
of the importance of ethical leadership and increases attention to how to increase it
for the moral elevation of followers.
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