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Several studies have been conducted on ethical leadership and workplace ethical behavior but little is known about the role of organizational justice and each of its dimensions (procedural, distributive, interpersonal, informational) in this relationship. This study predicts that ethical leadership enhances organizational justice perceptions, including each of its specific dimensions, which in turn enhances employee ethical behavior. The results from two-wave survey data obtained from 270 employees in the Malaysian manufacturing industry confirm that ethical leadership has a positive impact on employee ethical behavior, and that organizational justice and each of its justice dimensions mediate this relationship, both individually and together. Importantly, interpersonal and informational dimensions show the strongest mediation effects. This paper highlights the actions and strategies that can help managers to effectively elevate the moral tone in their organizations. In particular, our findings show where managers must put more emphasis to foster an ethical workplace: on providing fair treatment (interpersonal justice) and honest information (informational justice).
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INTRODUCTION

Numerous corporate scandals (e.g., Volkswagen, the London Interbank Offered Rate) have occurred in recent years, at causing great harm to society (Al Halbusi et al., 2019, 2020b; Babalola et al., 2019) and to organizations (Padilla et al., 2007). As a result, there is growing interest in understanding the sources of influence of unethical behavior in organizations, raising the need to implement measures to produce more ethical and humane businesses. When people lack ethical behavior, people set out to fulfill their own self-interest above the interests of others (Padilla et al., 2007), which may pose serious problems for organizations (e.g., theft, sabotage, bullying, lying, moral harassment). As such, how to favor ethical behavior is a pressing issue that needs to be studied (Treviño et al., 2014).

Employee ethical behaviors refer to actions that contribute positively to corporate social and ethical performance and require strong guidance and clear value structures within the organization (Brown and Treviño, 2014). Managers' leadership offers clear guidance in this regard. Ethical leadership means that ethical standards are more likely to be perceived by employees, which should foster ethical behaviors (Brown and Treviño, 2006; Mayer et al., 2009). By exercising the highest ethical standards in their day-to-day activities, leaders become role models (Ruiz-Palomino and Linuesa-Langreo, 2018) who are likely to enhance their subordinates' ethical behavior.

Ethical leadership is likely to become critical in terms of enhancing employee ethical behavior; how this happens is a field that needs further development. This relationship could be mediated by other organizational mechanisms. While an ethical climate has been addressed as the best mechanism underlying the ethical leadership–employee ethical behavior relationship (Schminke et al., 2005), ethical leadership could shape other aspects that play an important role in this relationship. In addition to providing ethical guidance, ethical leaders are fair (Ko et al., 2018; Metwally et al., 2019), which entails important aspects such as transparency, balanced decision-making, and giving fair and equal treatment to others (Metwally et al., 2019). Given that leaders are perceived as representatives of the organization (Hou et al., 2018), especially if they occupy upper or middle management positions, the practice of ethical leadership should make employees perceive their organization as fair; in turn, according to social exchange theory (SET, Blau, 1964), employees may become eager to reciprocate (to the leader and the organization that the leader represents) with positive, valuable behaviors (Ko et al., 2018), such as ethical behavior.

If managers are found to behave unethically, followers might question whether organizational rules and guidelines can be relied upon (i.e., organizational injustice, Premeaux, 2009; Xu et al., 2016), which is likely to have a negative impact on employee ethical behavior (Colquitt et al., 2001). However, to our knowledge, existing research has practically avoided the issue of whether organizational justice and its different dimensions could mediate in the relationship between the ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior. Previous research has reported social exchange processes as an important underlying mechanism explaining how ethical leaders can encourage positive outcomes (e.g., prosocial behavior, Brown and Treviño, 2006). Social exchange processes have also been observed to be involved in the positive attitudes and behaviors of employees that result from contexts where organizational justice is perceived (El Akremi et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2017). However, little research focuses on whether organizational justice could mediate between the ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior; far less research is available addressing which traditional justice dimension (i.e., distributive, procedural, interpersonal, informational) is the most relevant for capturing this mediating effect. Thus, the literature in this area could be advanced by investigating the role of organizational justice and of each of its distinct dimensions in the relationship between the ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior.

Our principal research objective is to explicate the role of organizational justice and its most recognized dimensions in the positive relationship between ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior. To this end, we first examine the positive effect of senior manager's ethical leadership on employee ethical behavior. Then, we investigate the mediating effect of organizational justice and each of its dimensions to highlight which justice dimension is more relevant in accounting for such an effect. This is an important contribution since, to our knowledge, there is still little research on whether ethical leadership of senior managers fosters all justice dimensions equally and on which justice dimensions senior managers' ethical leadership relies upon the most to produce employee ethical behavior. Interestingly, this study also contributes by analyzing these relationships in an under-studied country: Malaysia. While ethical leadership research abounds in Western societies (Resick et al., 2011), other world regions have been scarcely explored, and ethical leadership may have different effects in these settings. Malaysia, for example, is a multi-racial society including Malay, Chinese, Indian, and other ethnicities, with important differences in terms of beliefs, religion, ideology, and identity (Weintraub, 2011). It also has certain cultural specificities (i.e., high power distance, Hofstede Center, 1967–2010) that could make the ethical leadership behavior of managers become far more appreciated than in other countries. Thus, this study can offer new insights into how context-sensitive ethical leadership theory (Brown and Treviño, 2006) is in accounting for organizational justice, its specific dimensions, and the ethical behavior of employees.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT


Ethical Leadership and Employees' Ethical Behavior

Treviño and Nelson (2004) highlighted that ethical phenomena have existed ever since the dawn of humanity. This is because the human being is, by nature, a moral being, with the capacity to distinguish good from evil, regardless of their birthplace, the historical moment in which he/she lives (21st century) or the religion he/she professes. However, in organizations, having a role model that shows the appropriate path forward is critical in fostering workplace ethical behavior. Even though individuals, as human beings, may question themselves as to “what should they do,” the guidance and direction of leaders play an important role in directing their decisions and actions toward an ethical direction (Trevino et al., 2000). Thus, the challenge of any person in the organization who occupies a relevant management position is to transmit its ethical essence to others in order to build a reputation for ethical leadership. Being seen as an ethical leader implies that others think of you as a person who has ethical qualities, who participates in ethical actions, and makes decisions based on ethical principles. The true ethical leader “walks the talk” and, by doing so, impacts the ethical lives and behaviors of others in the organization (Trevino et al., 2000; Brown and Treviño, 2006).

For the purpose of maintaining effective work situations and ethical standards in organizations, Brown et al. (2005) proposed the concept of “ethical leadership behavior.” This form of leadership recognizes the importance of virtuousness in action, including truthfulness and honesty, and can be defined as “the demonstration of normatively conducted behavior through personal actions and interpersonal relations” (Brown et al., 2005, p. 120). In practice, this means demonstrating aspects such as honesty, integrity, and principled decision-making (Brown et al., 2005).

Brown et al. (2005) highlighted that managers serve as representatives of organizations, meaning they are an important influence for employees in terms of behavior, for social learning (Bandura, 1977) and social exchange (Blau, 1964) motives. According to social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), employees learn appropriate behaviors by paying attention to and emulating the behaviors of attractive, credible role models such as managers. As such, if ethical leadership is practiced by managers, they are likely to influence employee ethical behavior positively (Ruiz et al., 2011; Ruiz-Palomino and Martínez-Cañas, 2011; Ruiz-Palomino and Linuesa-Langreo, 2018; Al Halbusi et al., 2020a). In line with social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), the fair and honest behavior demonstrated by these leaders toward their employees could engender in employees a willingness to trust their leaders (Mayer et al., 2009) and an obligation to reciprocate with positive, ethical behavior (cf., Gouldner, 1960). Thus,

H1. Ethical leadership of (senior) managers positively relates to employee ethical behavior.



The Mediating Role of Organizational Justice

Managers are conferred with the legal power to manage their employees and with taking charge of organizational resources; they are looked upon as carrying out a principal function in their organizations (Loi et al., 2009) and as being in an exclusive position to administer justice (Brown et al., 2005; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2012). Thus, given that managers are representatives of the organizations (Hou et al., 2018), insofar as employees perceive their managers as ethical, justice, which is implicit in the concept of ethicality (cf., Colquitt, 2001), will be likely perceived as something that is present in their organizations as well. This reasoning become firmer in the case of managers who practice ethical leadership in senior management levels, as these leaders are more likely to be perceived as representative of the organization. In particular, inasmuch as senior managers are perceived as ethical, employees will see that justice is present in the (a) outcomes achieved (distributive justice), (b) procedures realized (procedural justice), (c) relationships established (interpersonal justice), and (d) information received (informational justice) in their organizations (Colquitt, 2001). This is likely to have positive effects on their ethical behavior (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2012), by activating social exchange processes (El Akremi et al., 2010), as described below.

Rooted in the equity theory developed by Adams (1963) and associated with the equal distribution of outcomes based on the performance of each employee (Burney et al., 2009), distributive justice and its perception in the organization should lead employees to more ethical behaviors. When distributive justice is perceived, the conditions at work should be perceived as more positive (Oshio and Kobayashi, 2009) and reciprocity and social exchange processes should be developed (Gouldner, 1960; Blau, 1964), thus leading employees to respond with positive behaviors toward the leader and organization, such as ethical behavior. In a similar vein, procedural justice, which emphasizes the perceived fairness of the processes followed to make decisions (i.e., Greenberg, 2001; procedures and policies used to determine outcomes or resource distributions, Colquitt, 2001), should lead to more ethical behavior among employees. In effect, a higher level of perceived procedural justice will be accompanied by employees perceiving that they have some voice over the outcome (Lind and Tyler, 1988). According to social exchange processes (Gouldner, 1960; Blau, 1964), this is likely to lead employees to engage in positive behaviors toward the leader and the organization, such as ethical behavior (McCain et al., 2010). As in the procedural and distributive cases, interpersonal justice, defined as the extent to which one perceives that they are being treated with dignity, respect, and fairness (Colquitt, 2001), is also likely to lead to ethical behavior. If employees are well-treated, the norm of reciprocity (Blau, 1964) suggests that these employees will respond to the organization with positive behaviors. Finally, informational justice, which refers to the extent to which communication is developed honestly, fairly (Bies, 2001, and clearly (Colquitt, 2001), is also likely to lead to higher levels of ethical behavior. Employees will see themselves as valued and appreciated and so are likely to respond with positive behavior, in line with reciprocity processes (Gouldner, 1960). For example, in downsizing contexts, informational justice perceptions have been shown to make employees develop trusting attitudes (Brockner et al., 1995), which is one important driver of social exchange processes (Colquitt et al., 2007).

Overall, the extent to which each of these justice dimensions (distributive, procedural, interpersonal, informational) can be shaped by managers' ethical leadership, organizational justice, and each of its different dimensions, is likely to mediate the managerial ethical leadership to employee ethical behavior relationship. Accordingly, we predict the following,

H2. Perceived organizational justice and its dimensions of distributive (a), procedural (b), interpersonal (c), and informational (d) justice each mediate the positive relationship between the ethical leadership of (senior) managers and employee ethical behavior.

Figure 1 shows all the hypotheses proposed in the form of a research model. It includes two main hypotheses (H1, H2) and four sub-hypotheses (H2a, H2b, H2c, H2d).
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FIGURE 1. Research model.





METHODOLOGY


Participants and Procedure

After using Brislin's (1980) back-translation procedure, the survey questions were pretested using cognitive interviews with 18 employees from the manufacturing industry. They suggested slight semantic adjustments and confirmed the questionnaire's clarity, readability, comprehension, and suitability. To obtain reliable responses, the questionnaires were distributed to employees with an organizational tenure of at least 6 months. The questionnaires were thus distributed to 350 employees who reported directly to upper/middle managers in 12 manufacturing firms located in Selangor (Malaysia), worked full-time, and had frequent contact with their immediate managers. These questionnaires were distributed in two waves to reduce the occurrence of common method variance (CMV), as recommended (Podsakoff et al., 2012). In the first wave, respondents provided demographic information, together with perceptions of their managers' ethical leadership and organizational justice. In the second wave, after 3 weeks had passed, these respondents rated their own level of ethical behavior. A cover letter was also distributed to respondents, assuring them of total confidentiality and informing them about how important their participation was in this study, which could help reduce social desirability bias (SDB) and CMV (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Both sets of surveys were coded to confirm that the responses could be matched, resulting in 270 valid responses and a 77% response rate. 74.4% of the respondents were men (25.6% women), and the largest group (41.9%) fell in the range between 31 and 40 years. In terms of educational level and job experience, most participants had a bachelor's degree (55.9%), and had been working for the same company for 6–10 years (75%).



Measurement

The nature of the variables for this study enabled us to differentiate first- (i.e., ethical leadership of senior managers, employee ethical behavior, social desirability bias) and second-order constructs (i.e., organizational justice), captured in Mode A (reflective) constructs, as recommended (Hair et al., 2017). All measures relied on five-point Likert response formats, and apart from organizational justice perceptions (1= “to a small extent” to 5= “to a large extent”), all were based on the respondents' level of agreement on each item surveyed (1 = “strongly disagree”; 5 = “strongly agree”). Table 1 shows the items of these variables.


Table 1. Measurement model, loading, construct reliability, and convergent validity.
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Ethical Leadership of (Senior) Managers

This variable was assessed using Brown et al.'s (2005) ten-item scale. Responses to all 10 items were combined linearly to form a Mode A first-order composite variable such that higher scores indicated stronger managerial ethical leadership.



Organizational Justice

This variable was measured using 20 items from Colquitt's (2001) scale, which refer to “distributive justice,” “procedural justice,” “interpersonal justice,” and “informational justice.” Distributive Justice was measured using four items concentrating on equal payment, promotion, fair recognition, and rewards. A sample item is “Does your outcome reflect the effort you have put into your work?” For Procedural Justice, seven items were used, all of which are intended to measure the extent to which procedures and practices are equally and consistently applied to everyone within the organization. Three items showed poor loadings (far lower than 0.40, Hair et al., 2017), so were dropped. Interpersonal Justice was measured using a four-item scale regarding employees' interaction with their supervisor and referred to whether their supervisor treats them in a polite manner and with dignity. Finally, for Informational Justice, five items were used to measure the extent to which the authority figure enacted the procedures regarding the information being provided. These scales also served to build a Mode A second-order composite (hierarchical common factor), where all justice components represent lower-order constructs that are reflectively measured and are highly correlated (see Becker et al., 2012).



Employee Ethical Behavior

When the opportunity to observe others' behaviors is not easy, using reports from others is likely not to be more appropriate than using self-reports (Podsakoff et al., 2012), given that on certain occasions, individuals are the most aware of their own personal behavior (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2019). Thus, to measure this variable, we slightly adapted a 12-item scale used in previous research (Newstrom and Ruch, 1975; Ferrell and Weaver, 1978) and asked employees to assess their level of agreement on these 12 items, which were a faithful reflection on what ethical behavior is, that is, behavior that rests upon universal moral principles leads to human growth (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2019) and helps to ensure the good functioning of the organization (Ko et al., 2018). We combined the responses to each of the 12 items linearly to form a Mode A first-order composite variable, such that higher scores indicated stronger employee ethical behavior.



Control Variables

Age, gender, job experience, and education served as control variables, as these variables could potentially be related with ethical behavior (O'Fallon and Butterfield, 2005; Craft, 2013). Age, education, and job experience were approached using an ordinal scale anchored at 1 (younger employees, lower education, less job experience) and 5 (older employees, higher education, more job experience). Gender, however, was measured as a dummy variable (0 = male, 1 = female). Finally, because respondents had to evaluate their own ethical behavior, we controlled for social desirability bias (SDB) utilizing three items from Fischer and Fick (1993) to control the extent to which respondents may present themselves to appear better than they actually are. Although some of these SDB items were negatively worded, the three items were coded in such a way that higher scores involved a stronger SDB.




Common Method Variance (CMV)

In addition to the above-described ex-ante procedural remedies, one post-hoc test was conducted to evaluate whether CMV could have biased our findings. It revealed no problems of this type. We ran in AMOS v.24 the common factor tests to compare the difference in standardized weights with and without a common latent factor (CLF); if this difference is >0.2, CMV could be a problem in the data (Podsakoff et al., 2003, 2012). In our study, all the differences were lower than 0.2. Furthermore, the CLF model did not yield a significantly better fit (χ2/df =1.514; CFI = 0.967; RMSEA = 0.0413) compared with the full measurement model (χ2/df = 1.511; CFI = 0.964; RMSEA = 0.0416). This confirms that CMV is not likely to be a serious concern in this study (Podsakoff et al., 2003, 2012).




DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

In this research, structural equation modeling (SEM) and, specifically, Partial Least Squares (PLS), via Smart PLS 3.2.8 (Ringle et al., 2018), was used. PLS is a powerful, robust statistical procedure that allows the inclusion of second-order constructs and does not require demanding assumptions about the distribution of the variables (Hair et al., 2017). In addition, PLS provides consistent regression parameters comparable to other structural equation modeling approaches, especially if, as occurs here, a large number of observations and reflective indicators are available (sample size = 270, number of reflective indicators = 52) (Hair et al., 2017). In using PLS, we used 5,000 subsamples to generate standard errors and bootstrap t-statistics with n – 1 degrees of freedom (n is the number of subsamples) to evaluate the statistical significance of the path coefficients (Hair et al., 2017).


Measurement Model via PLS-SEM

To assess the measurement model, we examined individual item reliability, internal consistency, convergent validity, and discriminant validity (Tables 1, 2). In terms of item reliability, most items exceeded the recommended 0.707 level; otherwise, items generally were above the minimum 0.5 threshold (Hair et al., 2017; see Table 1). To evaluate the internal consistency of the measurement scale, Cronbach's Alpha (CA) and Composite Reliability (CR) were utilized in this study. The ranging of both indices was far above the acceptable level of 0.707, so internal consistency reliability can be supported (Hair et al., 2017). Average Variance Extracted (AVE) was conducted to measure the convergent validity of the study constructs. The evidence of convergent validity was confirmed because the AVE for constructs exceeded the threshold of 0.50, as recommended (Hair et al., 2017). Discriminant validity was also confirmed by HTMT inference and Fornell-Larcker criterions; HTMT values were significantly different from 1, and the square roots of AVE for each variable were greater than the correlation of each variable with the others (Hair et al., 2017; see Table 2).


Table 2. Descriptive statistics, correlation matrix, and discriminant validity (AVE in bold and HTMT in italics).
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Hypothesis Testing

None of the demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, education, and job experience) showed a significant impact on employee ethical behavior (Figure 2). The influence of SDB was not significant either (β = 0.04 ns, Figure 2), thus showing no influence of this bias in this study. Regarding hypothesis testing, the ethical leadership of (senior) managers was observed to influence employee ethical behavior positively (β = 0.239, p < 0.001; Table 3, Figure 2), in support of H1. Our findings also reveal support for our prediction in H2 and its sub-hypotheses. First, a significant indirect effect of the ethical leadership of (senior) managers on employee ethical behavior through organizational justice exists (indirect effect= 0.170, p < 0.001; Table 3, Figure 2), in support of H2; in terms of effect size (f2), this effect is large (f2 = 0.550; Table 3, Figure 2). Second, the results also give wide support to the sub-hypotheses derived from H2. As Table 3 shows, distributive justice mediates between managerial ethical leadership and employee ethical behavior (indirect effect = 0.066, p < 0.01), in support of H2a. Procedural justice mediates in this relationship as the indirect effect is positive and significant (indirect effect = 0.049, p < 0.01). Table 3 also supports mediation for interpersonal justice, by revealing a significant, positive indirect effect of ethical leadership on employee ethical behavior (indirect effect = 0.324, p < 0.001). Finally, informational justice was also a significant mediator in the relationship (indirect effect = 0.242, p < 0.001, Table 3). Thus, each of the dimensions of organizational justice (distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational) are significant mediators, and H2a to H2d can be supported (Table 3, Figure 2). Importantly, however, some justice dimensions were more important mediators than others. Whereas, interpersonal and informational justice showed the strongest size effects (f2 = 0.116 for interpersonal justice; f2 = 0.063 for informational justice), procedural and distributive justice showed the weakest effect sizes (small to moderate for procedural justice, f2 = 0.045, and small for distributive justice, f2 = 0.017).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Structural model: hypothesis testing. SDB, Social Desirability Bias; ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, ns, not significant.



Table 3. Structural path analysis results: direct and mediation effects.
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In terms of explanatory power, the model explains moderate to substantial variance (R2 = 0.587) of employee ethical behavior (Hair et al., 2017). The Stone-Geisser blindfolding sample reuse technique revealed Q2-values larger than zero, thus indicating good predictive power for overall organizational justice (Q2 = 0.161) and each of its dimensions (Q2distributive = 0.037; Q2procedural = 0.129, Q2interpersonal = 0.134, Q2informational = 0.126), and employee ethical behavior (Q2 = 0.222) (Hair et al., 2017). Finally, in terms of overall goodness-of-fit (GoF), the SRMR index (standardized root means square residual) offered a value of 0.041, which is far below the 0.08 cut-off (Henseler, 2017); the SRMR's 95% bootstrap quantile was 0.054 and therefore higher than the SRMR value, indicating that the model has a good fit (Hair et al., 2017). The discrepancy indices dULS (unweighted least squares discrepancy) and dG (geodesic discrepancy) were also below the bootstrap-based 95% percentile (dULS = 1.421 < HI 95 of dULS = 2.521; dG = 0.562 < HI 95 of dG = 0.989), thus confirming good model fit and indicating that the model tested in this study is likely to be valid (Henseler, 2017).




DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study investigated the relationship between ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior by analyzing organizational justice perceptions as a mediator. The results obtained lead to two main conclusions. First, managerial ethical leadership is a fueling factor in obtaining high levels of ethical behavior among employees. Second, the influence of ethical senior managers on employee ethical behavior rests mainly upon making employees perceive (a) overall organizational justice and (b) each of its dimensions: distributive, procedural, interpersonal, or informational justice. Importantly, each of the different forms of justice mediates in the relationship between the ethical leadership of these managers and employee ethical behavior, with interpersonal and informational the justice dimensions with the greatest mediation effects.


Theoretical Implications

This study makes an important contribution to the ethical leadership and ethical behavior literature. Prior studies have found ethical leadership to have a positive effect on employees' ethical behavior (e.g., Mayer et al., 2009; Ruiz-Palomino and Linuesa-Langreo, 2018), but the mechanisms connecting the ethical leadership of senior managers to employees' ethical behavior are still not well-established (Treviño et al., 2014). This study fills this gap to some extent and puts forward organizational justice perceptions as a possible mechanism between ethical leadership of senior managers and employee ethical behavior. In particular, an interesting advancement of the literature is showing the strong connection between the ethical leadership phenomenon and the development of justice perceptions regarding the procedures (i.e., procedural justice), the outcomes received (distributive justice), the relationships that are held with the manager (interpersonal justice), and the information received within the organization (informational justice), as well as the differentiated mediation role of each of these justice dimensions in the ethical leadership–employee ethical behavior relationship. Thus, for example, the interpersonal and informational dimensions of organizational justice have the strongest individual mediating roles in this relationship. This is in line with previous research showing that, compared to procedural and distributive justice, interpersonal and informational justice tend to have stronger effects on employee attitudes and behaviors in general (Williams et al., 2002; Ambrose and Schminke, 2003). This is probably because procedural and distributive justice, which are about the fairness of decision-making processes and its outcomes, are linked to “resource exchange” contexts, whereas interpersonal and informational justice involve “encounters” (Bies, 2005). The former are more infrequent than the latter, as these occur between managers and employees, suggesting that interpersonal and informational justice have a stronger “day-to-day” significance than procedural and distributive justice. They could therefore exert a stronger influence on employees' workplace behavior, including ethical behavior.

Another important implication is that the current investigation brings ethical leadership, organizational justice—including all its dimensions—and employee ethical behavior together in a non-Western context (Malaysia). Existing ethical leadership research has typically over-emphasized Western countries (Resick et al., 2011), but new investigations focusing on other cultural contexts are necessary to generalize the robustness of the theory underlying the ethical leadership phenomenon and its positive outcomes in the workplace. This study is set in a multi-racial country (Malaya, Chinese, Indian; Weintraub, 2011), and reveals the influence of ethical leadership on employee ethical behavior via the way it shapes organizational justice. This represents a positive development regarding the generalization of the direct and mediated relationship between ethical leadership and employee ethical behavior across distinct ethnicities. Malaysia is known for its extremely “high power” distance compared to the US and other Western cultural contexts (Hofstede Center, 1967–2010). Malaysia is also a country where Islam is predominant (Weintraub, 2011), a religion on which ethical leadership research is still not abundant (Metwally et al., 2019). Thus, by demonstrating the positive effect of ethical leadership on employee ethical behavior via organizational justice, and the stronger mediation size effect of interpersonal and informational justice dimensions in such a relationship, this study helps give robustness to the theory of ethical leadership and its outcomes across national cultural geographies.



Managerial Implications

From a managerial point of view, this study has a number of important implications. First, in identifying that ethical leadership of senior managers is important in fostering ethical behavior in the workplace, we make an important contribution to managerial practice. All efforts to understand the mechanisms that help such behavior to emerge are interesting from a managerial perspective due to the important benefits generally associated with having ethical employees. Ethical employees are more willing to put in extra effort to finish their work on time and follow the ethical standards indicated by their employer; they try to be a representative of the company in terms of public relations even when they are not at work, and make efforts to promote the organization's development (Treviño et al., 2014). Therefore, given that the practice of ethical leadership at all managerial levels can serve to spread ethical behavior within the organization, we believe that Human Resource (HR) managers should devote time and attention to hiring and training candidates for managerial positions. In other words, considering the benefits of ethical leadership in increasing employee ethical behavior, HR managers need to try their best to recruit, select, and train suitable persons who are willing to practice and develop an ethical leadership approach. Organizations should use a variety of assessment tools such as focus groups, in-basket exercises, structured interviews, and business games that focus on or involve relevant ethical issues to evaluate whether candidates have core traits of ethical leaders (e.g., honesty, fairness, caring, Brown et al., 2005). Organizations can also design training programs oriented toward developing managers' ethical leadership behaviors in their day-to-day activities. These could include strategies to support trainees (specifically, current or future managers) on how to make ethical decisions or act ethically, communicate about ethics and values, and/or set up ethical examples for others (e.g., subordinates or team members) in their respective organizations.

Second, although the practice of ethical leadership by managers impacts the ethical behavior of employees directly, there is also an indirect influence through enhancing employees' organizational justice perceptions. Thus, organizational justice becomes an important mechanism through which ethical managers prompt ethical behavior among their employees. Managers should thus become aware that all efforts directed to make employees perceive that justice is present in the outcomes achieved, the procedures realized, the supervisor–employee relationships that are established, and the information that is received can have a significant role in fostering ethical behavior in the workplace. Of special importance is that managers can be trained in providing their followers with proper rationales of their decisions and on treating them with high levels of dignity and respect (interpersonal justice). Also, managers could increase their followers' employee ethical behavior by ensuring that smooth top–down communication channels become established, which can help employees to obtain first-hand information about what is of relevance to their interests (informational justice).



Limitations and Future Research

The first limitation of the current study concerns our cross-sectional data design, which makes it difficult to provide definitive conclusions about causality. We recommend that future research uses experimental or longitudinal designs that will help reinforce the causality findings of the current study. In addition, our conclusions are limited by the cultural context of the study (Malaysia), so we recommend that future studies replicate our study in other cultures to improve the study's external validity and generalizability.

The second limitation relates to the data we used. In this study, our data came from a single source. Although we conducted two waves of surveys (Podsakoff et al., 2012), we cannot rule out CMV completely, and the rigor of our empirical findings could have been negatively affected, albeit minimally. However, the post-hoc test conducted (i.e., common latent factor, Podsakoff et al., 2003) revealed no serious concerns regarding CMB. In addition, because data was not collected from multiple sources, we could not rule out social desirability response bias completely. However, we included in our analysis a variable that tried to measure the extent to which respondents were more prone to answer the questionnaire in a socially responsible manner, so our findings were controlled by this potential bias, as recommended (Randall and Fernandes, 2012). Future studies, however, could collect data from multiple sources. Although ethical behavior is not easy to observe (Randall and Fernandes, 2012), future researchers could obtain more reliable data by having different informants (Treviño et al., 2006): close workmates rather than supervisors, as the former will likely offer more reliable information. Also, using laboratory research designs such as in-basket exercises and computer simulations could help to obtain highly reliable information (Treviño et al., 2006); these techniques allow respondents to be presented with multiple scenarios, where only some have ethical implications, so respondents are less likely to note that their ethical decision-making or behavior is being measured.

Third, ethical leadership and organizational justice perceptions appear to be related to employee ethical behavior, this association is likely to be dependent on certain boundaries. The workplace environment has an enormous influence on ethical decision-making processes; however, individual differences also play an important role (O'Fallon and Butterfield, 2005; Craft, 2013). In this regard, recent research exploring cognitive processing of moral cues suggests that employees differ in the extent to which they pay attention to moral issues and therefore differ in the moral attentiveness they show in their day-to-day activities (Reynolds, 2008). Thus, the moral cues offered by either ethical leadership or the fair outcomes, processes, interactions, and communication perceived (i.e., organizational justice) may be interpreted or captured in a different way by individuals who have higher rather than lower moral attentiveness. With greater moral attentiveness, the moral clues perceived thanks to the presence of ethical leaders and organizational justice may be more salient. This offers an interesting future line of research to advance on how ethical leadership can become more effective at work.

Fourth, there are major variations in Malaysia in terms of the beliefs, spirituality and religion of each ethnic group (Weintraub, 2011). Future researchers could thus implement studies that could evaluate if these differences in beliefs, religiosity, and spirituality may affect our findings (Whetten, 2009; Ribberink et al., 2018). Importantly, since this study was conducted in the context of an “Islamic” perspective, variables such as “Islamic work ethic” and “shariah compliance” may constitute critical conditional variables to be explored.

Finally, in this study, we did not examine other leadership styles (e.g., transformational leadership, transactional leadership) and did not devote efforts to assessing their influence on employee ethical behavior. However, some partial overlap can exist between ethical leadership and other leadership styles (Brown et al., 2005; Brown and Treviño, 2006). For instance, Brown et al. (2005) suggest that ethical leadership could include a series of transformational behaviors, such as engaging in ethical decision-making and showing genuine concern for subordinates' well-being. Managers may also display transactional behaviors to promote employee ethical behavior, and these behaviors may include aspects such as communicating ethical standards or (punishing) rewarding (un)ethical behavior, which is very characteristic of ethical leaders (Brown et al., 2005). Therefore, future inquiries could explore differences vs. similarities of the ethical leadership approach compared to other leadership approaches in explaining employee ethical behavior via organizational justice.
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constructs

Ethical Leadership

Distributive Justice

Procedural Justice

Interpersonal Justice

Informational Justice

Ethical behavior

sDB

2nd-Order
constructs

Items

EL1
EL2
EL3
EL4
ELS
EL6
EL7
EL8
EL9

EL10

Item description

My supervisor listens to what employees have to say
My supenvisor disciplines employees who violate ethical standards

My supervisor conducts his/her work in an ethical manner

My supervisor has the best interests of employees in mind

My supervisor makes fair decisions

My supervisor can be trusted

My supervisor discusses business ethics or values with employees

My supervisor sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics

My supervisor defines success not just by results but also the way that they are
obtained

When making decisions, my supervisor asks.... “what is the right thing to do?”

Rate the following items regarding the outcomels) (e.g.. rewards, pay, promotion) you receive from your organization. To what extent...

DUt
DJ2
DJ3
DJ4

Does your outcome reflect the effort you have put into your work?
Is your outcome appropriate for the work you have completed?
Does your outcome reflect what you have contributed to the organization?

Is your outcome justified, given your performance?

Rate the following items regarding the procedures sed to arrive at your outcome(s). To what extent...

PJ1
PJ3
PJS
PJ7

Have you been able to express your views and feelings during those procedures?
Have those procedures been appiied consistently?

Have those procedures been based on accurate information?

Have those procedures upheld ethical and moral standards?

Rate the following items regarding the authority figure (i.e., superior) who enacted the procedure. To what extent. ..

InterPJ1
InterPJ2
InterPJ3
InterPJ4

Has your superior treated you in a polite manner?
Has your superior treated you with dignity?

Has your superior treated you with respect?

Has your superior refrained from inappropriate remarks or comments?

Rate the following items regarding the authority figure (L., superior) who enacted the procedure. To what extent...

Organizational Justice

InforJ1
Infor2
InforJ3
InforJ4
InforJ5

Distributive Justice
Procedural Justice
Interpersonal Justice
Informational Justice
EB1

EB2

EB3

EB4

EBS

EB6

EB7

EB8

EB9

EB10

EB11

EB12

SDB1

SDB2

SDB3

Has your superior been candid in his/her communications with you?
Has your superior explained the procedures thoroughly?

Were your superior's explanations regarding the procedures reasonable?
Has your superior communicated details with you in a timely manner?

Has your superior seemed to adapt (his/her) communications to individuals’ specific
needs?

I take responsibilty for my own erfors.
| complete time/quality/quantity reports honestly.

1 use company services appropriately and not for personal use.

1.am open about (and do not conceal) my errors.

1 conduct only company business on company time.

1 do not give gifts/favors in exchange for preferential treatment.

I keep confidential information confidential.

I take the appropriate amount of time (not longer than necessary) to do a job.

I report others’ violation of company policies and rules.

Ilead my subordinates (or peers) to behave ethically.

1 am careful and do not pilfer company materials and supplies.

1 come to work unless | am sick.

There have been occasions when | took advantage of someone (reverse score).

1 sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget (reverse score).

I've never been annoyed when people expressed ideas very different from my own

Loading
(>05)

0.638
0.606
0.754
0.827
0.733
0.753
0.764
0812
0.756

0.796

0.662
0.800
0.795
0.756

0.685
0.696
0.805
0.722

0.853
0.770
0.610
0771

0.807
0.855
0.838
0.831
0.797

0.633
0.752
0.706
0.842
0.688
0.617
0.738
0.775
0.704
0751
0.767
0.677
0.749
0.7656
0.804
0.769
0.682
0.692
0.968

CA, Cronbach’s Alpha; CR, Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted; SDB, Social Desirability Bias; PJ2, PJ4, PJ6 were dropped due to poor loadings, lower than 0.40.

cA
(>07)
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0.750

0.707

0.747

0.883

0.879

0.880
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(>0.7)
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0.841

0.818

0.840

0915
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0.904
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AVE
(>05)
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