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Introduction: This study aims to provide conceptual insights on how varying levels of value congruence vary employees’ sense of belongingness within ethically led organizations. The ethical leadership effect was tested directly and indirectly through belongingness and psychological safety on creativity; the ethical climate was considered as a moderator.

Methods: Study 1 data was multi-sourced and was collected from 377 participants at three different time points. Study 2 was scenario-based data collection. 208 employees participated in this study. The process and Hayes techniques were used for SPSS.

Results: Findings were that ethical leadership was a significant factor in influence directly and indirectly through belongingness and psychological safety on creativity; the moderating role of ethical climate was also found significant. Belongingness varies at high and low levels of congruency with the leader.

Conclusion: Findings suggest that ethical leadership is a strong predictor of belongingness and psychological safety that helps employees to be creative. Overall, the working climate, if it is ethical, also improves the impact of ethical leadership. Then, it discusses the theoretical and practical implications of ethical leadership for research and practices.
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Introduction

The impact of ethical leadership on organizational outcomes has become a pivotal focus, especially given its influence on fostering positive work environments and promoting employee engagement (Fischer and Sitkin, 2023). Like once Martin Luther King said “I am not interested in power for power’s sake, but I am interested in power that is moral, that is right and that is good.” Ethical leadership has been shown to create climates that enhance performance and well-being, contributing to overall organizational success (Shafique et al., 2020). In raising with interest in ethical leadership, what consequences it can have on follower behaviors have been recognized, but how does this give a sense of belonging? This need to belong plays a central role in follower behaviors. We thus find it of greater practical implications to study the link between ethical leadership and creativity through belongingness. The previous research focus was pointed toward ethical leadership on follower extra effort (Tu and Lu, 2016), follower-helping behavior (Li et al., 2023), engagement, and commitment (Asif et al., 2019) but has neglected the role of a situational leadership lens through and what conditions these relationships can be built. Owing to individual differences, followers may have different levels of sensitivity to leadership.

The question we seek to address is: Which individuals are most positively influenced by ethical leadership, and how might those who share similar values feel a greater sense of belonging and alignment under such leadership? We aim to explore how ethical leadership can create an environment where individuals feel valued and connected, particularly when they see their leader embodying the same principles they hold dear. Research suggests that ethical leadership promotes accountability and integrity (Brown et al., 2005), yet critical, relational dynamics underpin employees’ behaviors in ethical leadership contexts. For instance, beyond structural incentives or leader attributes, value congruence between employees and leaders—an alignment of beliefs and values—can profoundly shape how employees perceive their belongingness to the organization. Such a sense of belongingness, though underexplored, is instrumental in cultivating psychological safety, which in turn encourages employees to engage in creative behaviors.

Creativity requires an environment where employees feel safe to express new ideas and take risks. Nonetheless, the roles of belongingness and psychological safety as mediators in this process have been considered vital. Understanding how these psychological processes enable ethical leadership to foster creativity is crucial, as creativity fuels innovation and organizational adaptability (Sawyer and Henriksen, 2024). Investigating these mechanisms is essential for organizations seeking to harness ethical leadership not only to improve performance but also to drive innovation (Amabile and Khaire, 2008). By fostering environments that support a sense of belonging and psychological safety, ethical leaders can help unlock the creative potential of employees, making this an important area of study.

Furthermore, it is important to foster a supportive ethical climate and enhance employees’ sense of belonging and psychological safety to maximize the creative potential within organizations (Javed et al., 2018). These insights offer valuable implications for leaders and practitioners aiming to cultivate ethical and innovative workplaces (Den Hartog, 2015). This research studies the relationship between employees’ low and high levels of value congruency and their sense of belonging within an organization. By analyzing insights into organizational ethical beliefs, this study explores how alignment with organizational ethics enhances employees’ feelings of inclusion. For instance, it is commonly assumed that the leader’s values are the “norm” and that employees will naturally align with these values. However, employees have their unique interests and values, which may or may not align with those of their leader. As such, ethical leadership literature has yet to consider examining the match or mismatch between leader and employee values in order to determine follower outcomes. Employees who possess high-value congruency are more likely to experience a sense of belonging when working under ethical leaders. This alignment fosters stronger organizational commitment, as congruence between employees and leaders can deepen workplace attachment and reinforce organizational identity (Ahmad and Umrani, 2019; Qin et al., 2021).

A lack of research examining the specific pathways through which these effects occur (Hendriks et al., 2020) motivates us to test the serial mediation mechanisms involving belongingness and psychological safety. Understanding how these mediating processes can provide deeper insights into the impacts of ethical leadership on creativity, which is essential for organizational innovation and competitiveness (Asif et al., 2019), is crucial.

This article explores the impact of ethical leadership on employees’ sense of belonging and psychological safety and how these factors contribute to their creativity. While ethical leadership is known to foster a positive organizational climate (Brown and Treviño, 2006), the specific psychological processes linking ethical leadership to creativity remain underexplored (Al Halbusi et al., 2023). Additionally, the moderating role of ethical climate and value congruence in this relationship has yet to be thoroughly examined (Hegarty and Moccia, 2018). Addressing these questions offers new insights into how ethical leadership can be strategically capitalized on to unlock greater employee creativity.

Our research makes several important contributions to the literature on ethical leadership and organizational behavior. First, by identifying belongingness and psychological safety as serial mediators, we provide a more nuanced understanding of the pathways through which ethical leadership influences creativity. Second, this study suggests that employees with strong ethical principles may find increased alignment and purpose when their values are mirrored by ethical leadership, ultimately enhancing their sense of belonging and satisfaction at work (Aftab et al., 2023). Third, our investigation into the moderating role of ethical climate offers new insights into how organizational context can enhance the effectiveness of ethical leadership. Finally, our study extends the application of ethical leadership to the domain of creativity, highlighting its potential to drive innovative behaviors in the workplace. These findings have significant implications for both researchers and practitioners seeking to foster ethical and creative work environments.


Literature review and hypothesis development

Ethical leadership is distinguished by the leader’s demonstration of normatively appropriate behavior, influencing followers through personal conduct and two-way communication (Brown et al., 2005). This leadership style focuses on promoting ethics and integrity, contrasting it with other leadership approaches such as servant, authentic, or transformational leadership (Avolio et al., 1999; Bass and Avolio, 1993). That is why it has been a topic of interest, and leaders play a crucial role in organizational success and establishing ethical standards (Den Hartog, 2015; Grojean et al., 2004). It seems ethical leadership influence on creativity literature is underdeveloped.

Ethical leaders inspire employees to internalize moral values, which motivates them to engage in creative problem-solving (Feng et al., 2018). Miao et al. (2013) stated that ethical leaders empower employees to take initiative, directly linking ethical behavior to innovative outcomes. Ethical leadership creates a ‘safe space’ for experimentation, a critical precursor to creativity (Liu et al., 2020). Ethical leaders are expected to be fair, caring, and trustworthy, setting an example through their actions (Ko et al., 2018). Ethical leadership has been linked to numerous positive outcomes, including enhanced employee performance, trust, and job satisfaction (Ahn et al., 2018; Gerpott et al., 2019; Tu et al., 2019). Furthermore, ethical leadership can reduce negative behaviors, like staff misconduct, by setting a moral example for employees to follow (Mayer et al., 2010).

Theoretical frameworks such as social exchange theory (SET) and social learning theory have been widely used to explain how ethical leadership influences employee behavior (Fan et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2016). According to Bandura and Walters's (1977) social learning theory, employees imitate the behavior of ethical leaders, while Blau (2017) social exchange theory suggests that individuals reciprocate ethical treatment with ethical behavior. These theories provide insight into the mechanisms through which ethical leadership positively impacts the workplace, such as employees’ creative behavior.

Creativity involves generating innovative and valuable ideas related to products, services, and processes (Madjar et al., 2002; Zhou and Shalley, 2003). It seeks innovative approaches and innovative concepts to create new opportunities (Amabile, 1983). Employees pursuing creative tasks often have disagreements with supervisors, making leadership assistance essential for fostering creativity in non-routine work (Amabile and Gryskiewicz, 1987; Cheung and Wong, 2011). Creativity challenges conventional thinking, it encourages calculated risk-taking, constructive conflict, and questioning authority (Baucus et al., 2008). Ethical leaders do not shy away from giving recognition, regulation, punishment, and judging without personal bias (Feng et al., 2018).

Ethical leadership is recognized for its ability to foster environments that encourage openness and innovation, where employees feel secure expressing novel ideas and take calculated risks without fear of negative repercussions (Edmondson and Lei, 2014), which are essential to enhance employee creativity. This empowerment to think creatively, coupled with a clear moral framework, propels employees to move away from conventional boundaries and experiment with new ways of solving problems (Amabile, 1983). As such, ethical leadership stimulates the creativity of employees, encouraging them to create unique and valuable solutions within the workplace. So we hypothesize that:


H1: Ethical leadership has a positive effect on creativity.
 



Belongingness, psychological safety, and creativity

Human beings are inherently social, driven by a need to form relationships that support adaptation and survival (Baumeister and Leary, 2017; Hogg, 2009). This “need to belong” reflects the fundamental desire to form close bonds, and failure to satisfy this need can have significant implications for both mental and physical health (Pillow et al., 2015). However, simply having relationships is not enough; individuals seek a deeper sense of belongingness, which involves feeling a fit and acceptance within their social environment (Allen et al., 2022). Literature lacks an understanding of how this need can be fulfilled at the workplace with the assistance of ethical leadership.

Belongingness extends beyond surface-level relationships. It’s about feeling integral to a system or group that provides symbolic meaning and continuity (Leary and Gabriel, 2022). This need for social connection can be linked to various psychological frameworks, such as sociometer theory, which explains the link between relational value and self-esteem (Leary and Baumeister, 2000). Belongingness thus serves as a metric for how individuals perceive their value and place in the social world, offering both stability and a shared identity (Baumeister and Leary, 2017).

Moreover, strong social bonds and a sense of belonging can help individuals navigate uncertainties and give life a broader meaning (Hogg, 2009; Lambert et al., 2013). The ability to feel valued within a group, whether it be personal or organizational, plays a crucial role in personal well-being and collective achievement (Hagerty et al., 1992). Ethical leadership “walk the talk” and always into “what is the right thing?” It is not just maintaining ethicality, it also delegates responsibility their followers, which makes them feel respected and valued (Tu et al., 2019).

In today’s dynamic business world, organizations increasingly rely on employees to improve processes and practices by voicing new ideas, collaborating, and experimenting with innovative methods (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard and Edmondson, 2011). These activities can pose risks to employees, such as challenging established norms or facing disapproval from colleagues (Tyagi et al., 2017). Employees may hesitate to contribute to learning processes, which can slow both individual and organizational learning (Padmantyo, 2023; Lisetyaningrum and Padmantyo, 2024). Creating a psychologically safe work environment, where employees feel safe to voice ideas, seek feedback, and take risks, is crucial to overcoming these barriers (Edmondson, 1999).

Recent studies emphasize that psychological safety is a key trait of high-performing teams, particularly in safety-critical industries such as healthcare and aviation, where it has been shown to reduce errors and enhance safety (Agarwal and Farndale, 2017; Leroy et al., 2012). Moreover, psychological safety increases team and individual learning across various organizational contexts (Liu and Ge, 2020; Ortega et al., 2014). In this study, we explore psychological safety to better understand its role in fostering effective learning and performance in the workplace.

Employees in the workplace want their managers to display exemplary ethical behavior (Ko et al., 2018). Employers and employees equally want them/themselves to be more fully integrated into the company (Jasintha, 2022). Ethical leadership enhances organizational identification, related to belongingness (Zhang et al., 2023). Therefore this helps them to perceive being embedded in the organization. Belongingness through inclusion and acceptance may facilitate the freedom to express oneself at work. Zimmerman et al. (2025), also suggested that employees have desires to express their authentic selves at work and feel accepted for it. Leaders help them seek out opportunities and support and encourage followers to feel safe in fulfilling rules (Feng et al., 2018). Safety is important because creativity needs to be risky sometimes, ethical leadership makes this possible with fairness and respect for employees. In such an environment, employees may be valued and connected. These feelings can develop psychologically safer thoughts and may be willing to engage in risky activities. It is beneficial for employees to not be worried about failures, which can facilitate creativity.

It is essential to understand how ethical leadership influences employee creativity. Belonging, the fundamental human need to be part of a society, ensures employees feel valued and connected to their organization (Baumeister and Leary, 2017). When employees feel a sense of belonging, they are more likely to engage with others, share ideas, and collaborate effectively. Furthermore, psychological safety allows employees to express their thoughts and ideas without the fear of being judged or ridiculed (Edmondson, 1999). Together, these factors create an atmosphere where creativity can flourish. In an ethically-led organization, leaders promote this environment by promoting inclusivity and ensuring fair treatment, which enhances both the sense of belonging and psychological safety, resulting in heightened creativity. Therefore, belonging and psychological safety are essential components of ethical leadership, which leads to creative outcomes.


H2: Belongingness and psychological safety serially mediate the positive effect of ethical leadership on creativity.
 



The moderating role of ethical climate

The ethical climate refers to “the prevailing perceptions of typical organizational practices and procedures that have ethical content” (Victor and Cullen, 1988, p. 101). It shares similarities with moral norms, which guide decisions on right and wrong within organizations (Ellemers et al., 2008; Pagliaro et al., 2011). Different organizations cultivate unique subcultures that shape how individuals interact and behave. Research on ethical climate has shown that workplaces with strong ethical climates are linked to higher levels of employee ethics (Verbeke et al., 1996; Treviño et al., 1998) and positive workplace attitudes, such as job satisfaction and loyalty (Newman et al., 2017).

The multidimensional nature of ethical climate has been widely studied. While some view ethical climate as a singular concept (Arnaud, 2010), the more prevalent perspective is that it consists of several interrelated dimensions (Victor and Cullen, 1988; DeConinck, 2011). Victor and Cullen (1987, 1988) proposed a theoretical typology of ethical climates, including nine categories based on two dimensions: the criteria for ethical judgments (egoism, kindness, principles) and the locus of analysis (individual, local, cosmopolitan). This typology has influenced further categorization of ethical climates, distinguishing between climates of self-interest, which emphasize individualistic approaches, and friendship, which emphasize collective approaches to ethical issues (Cullen et al., 1993). These studies also suggested that there is a need to move beyond categorization and observe how it can influence employees at the workplace.

Ethical climate is conceptualized as an organizational-level construct that reflects employees’ shared perceptions of ethical norms and expected behaviors within the organization (Victor and Cullen, 1988). While ethical leadership can influence ethical climate over time, the two constructs remain distinct in that ethical climate emerges from broader organizational systems and shared perceptions beyond any single leader’s influence. Leadership does not operate in a vacuum but is embedded within a larger organizational and cultural context that can either enhance or constrain its effectiveness (Treviño et al., 1998). The extent to which cultural and organizational systems provide ethical conduct determines how strongly ethical leadership influences follower behavior. Porter and McLaughlin (2006) critique the notion of leadership as an isolated phenomenon, arguing that leaders function within complex systems that shape their ability to influence. Leaders face constraints from certain factors, such as structural goals, policies, and competing priorities (Lord et al., 2001). Ethical culture, as a contextual factor, interacts with ethical leadership by shaping how employees interpret and respond to a leader’s ethical behaviors (Argyropoulou and Lintzerakou, 2025). In organizations with a strong ethical climate, ethical leadership is likely to have a stronger influence, as employees perceive ethical norms as both expected and reinforced at multiple levels. Conversely, in weaker ethical climates, the impact of ethical leadership may be diluted due to conflicting organizational signals. This interaction underscores the fluid and context-sensitive nature of leadership (Lord et al., 2001), where multiple layers of context—ranging from organizational policies to broader cultural values—play a role in shaping leader-follower dynamics (Argyropoulou and Lintzerakou, 2025).

The mechanism by which ethical climate moderates ethical leadership outcomes remains underexplored. This study examines the relationship between these ethical climates and employee behavior, particularly creativity, which encompasses certain discretionary actions beneficial to the organization (Chen and Hou, 2016). Ethical climate encompasses the shared perceptions of what is acceptable ethical behavior within an organization (Victor and Cullen, 1988). When an ethical climate is high, it reinforces the values espoused by ethical leaders, ensuring that these values are not just demonstrated by leadership but embedded in the organization’s cultural fabric. This alignment between leadership and organizational values enhances the impact of ethical leadership on employees’ sense of belonging, as employees perceive the consistency in ethical standards throughout the organization. In contrast, a low ethical climate may undermine the efforts of ethical leaders, resulting in a weakening of their influence on employees’ sense of belonging. Thus, the ethical climate promotes the relationship between ethical leadership and belonging, enhancing it in environments with a high ethical climate.


H3: The relationship between ethical leadership and employee belongingness is moderated by ethical climate, such that the relationship is stronger when the ethical climate is high than low.
 

Ethical climate also plays a crucial role in altering the indirect effect of ethical leadership on creativity through belonging and psychological safety. In organizations with a strong ethical climate, the influence of ethical leadership on belongingness and psychological safety is enhanced, as employees experience a cohesive ethical framework that guides behavior and decision-making. Therefore, we argue that this heightened sense of ethical consistency enables employees to feel more secure in expressing creative ideas, as they are reassured by both their leaders and the broader organization. In such environments, the indirect path from ethical leadership to creativity, mediated by belongingness and psychological safety, becomes even more powerful. Conversely, in organizations with a weak ethical climate, the disparity between leadership and organizational practices may decrease the effects of ethical leadership, leading to a weaker indirect effects on creativity. Therefore, the ethical climate regulates the entire serial mediation process, enhancing the pathway from ethical leadership to creativity when the ethical climate is robust.


H4: Ethical climate moderates the indirect effect of ethical leadership on creativity via belongingness, such that the indirect effect is stronger when the ethical climate is high rather than low.
 



Moderating role of value congruence

LMX theory emphasizes that high-quality interactions between leaders and employees are built on mutual trust, respect, and a sense of obligation, which in turn foster stronger relational bonds (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). In this context, value congruence plays a pivotal role in improving the quality of leader-member relationships. Specifically, when leaders and employees share similar ethical values, they experience a deeper sense of connection and mutual understanding, which bolsters employees’ trust in their leaders and enhances their identification with the organization (Dey et al., 2022). This alignment of values magnifies the benefits of ethical leadership by signaling to employees that their values are respected and shared by their leader, thus fostering a heightened sense of belonging.

Belongingness, as the inherent need to feel accepted and valued within a group, is essential for cultivating psychological safety and stimulating creativity in organizational settings (Aboud et al., 2023). Ethical leadership provides a solid foundation for belongingness by fostering an inclusive and supportive work environment (Walumbwa et al., 2011). However, the degree to which employees feel a sense of belonging under ethical leadership is likely influenced by the extent to which their values align with those of their leader. Studies suggest that value congruence strengthens relational bonds by minimizing value-based conflicts and enhancing mutual understanding (Qu et al., 2019). Therefore, employees who perceive greater value congruence with their leader are more inclined to adopt their leader’s ethical standards, feel a stronger sense of acceptance, and experience deeper belongingness.

Conversely, when value congruence is low, the positive effects of ethical leadership may be weakened, as conflicting values can lead to relational strain and reduce employees’ trust in their leader’s ethical direction (Ilies et al., 2007). This highlights that value congruence is not just an ancillary factor but a crucial moderator that enhances the relational influence of ethical leadership on belongingness. Based on this reasoning, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H5a: The relationship between ethical leadership and employees’ sense of belongingness is moderated by value congruence, such that the relationship is stronger when value congruence is high.

H5b: Value congruence moderates the indirect effect of ethical leadership on creativity via belongingness, and the indirect effect is stronger when the value congruence is high rather than low.
 




Methods


Research setting

This study was conducted within the financial sector of Pakistan, specifically focusing on banks and credit unions. Previous leadership research has largely concentrated on Western contexts, which may not apply to cultures with differing societal norms (Brown and Treviño, 2006). Pakistan, a country with a collectivistic cultural orientation, emphasizes interdependence and the perception of individuals as integral parts of a broader society. This cultural context is particularly relevant for examining ethical leadership, as employees in such environments may be more inclined to work for the benefit of others and align with the ethical standards set by their leaders. The highly competitive nature of the Pakistan financial sector, including credit unions and banks, makes it an ideal setting for exploring leadership behaviors that can influence employees behavior and outcomes (Figure 1).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.




Population

The population targeted for this research comprised employees from various departments within financial institutions across Pakistan. With assistance from the National Bank of Pakistan, a comprehensive list of participating banking institutions and other financial entities was compiled, ensuring a representative sample from the sector (Figure 2).

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Moderation graph.




Sample and sampling methods

A probability-based stratified sampling technique was employed in a two-step process to select participants for this study, and to ensure sufficient representation. Stratified sampling is particularly effective for research covering a geographically dispersed population, ensuring that all subgroups within the population are adequately represented. In the first step, strata were created based on the type of financial institution, such as banks and credit unions. In the second step, institutions were randomly selected from a compiled list provided by the National Bank of Pakistan, ensuring proportional representation across the population. Inclusion criteria for participants included full-time employees with at least one year of employment, while exclusion criteria included temporary or contract workers. This method allowed for a distinct yet representative sample from the financial sector, resulting in the generalizability of the findings.



Data collection methods

Data were collected at three distinct time intervals using carefully designed questionnaires: Time 1 (T1), Time 2 (T2), and Time 3 (T3). Questionnaires were chosen as the primary data collection method due to their efficient collection of data from a large, geographically dispersed sample while ensuring consistency in measuring constructs across participants. Each questionnaire was specifically tailored to identify relevant concepts and variables to understand the relationships between ethical leadership, psychological safety, and creativity within the organizational context. At T1, 485 participants were contacted; they provided information on their demographic characteristics, ethical leadership, and Islamic work ethics. We got 478 responses back; at this stage, we started checking for some incomplete responses and only contacted 471 for T2. During T2, 471 were contacted, and employees were asked to report on additional constructs such as psychological safety, belongingness, and moral identity; in return, we got 436. After cleaning T2, we came up with 413. Finally, at T3 for 413, employees and their immediate supervisors were asked to provide their perspectives through a separate set of questionnaires. Employees reported the ethical climate of the organization and supervisors’ response to their employees’ creativity. In the end, we had 389 responses. The last four digits of their phone number were used as the identifier. Using time-lagged designs and multisource data helps minimize the risk of common method bias and enhances the ability to infer causal relationships.

After checking for missing values, only 377 responses were valid and complete, making a response rate of 77.7%. This significant response rate enhances the reliability and validity of the findings, providing a solid basis for the subsequent analyses.

To determine the adequacy of the sample size, G*Power software (version 3.1.9.4) was used, following the recommendations of Faul et al. (2009). A priori power analysis was conducted using a medium effect size (0.15), an α level of 0.05, and a power of 0.95. This analysis indicated that a minimum sample size of 129 was sufficient for testing our model. Furthermore, a post hoc power analysis with an actual sample size of 377 yielded a power value of 0.99%, exceeding the minimum threshold of 0.80 (Cohen, 1992). We concluded that our sample size was suitable for testing the hypothesized relationships.

To test the hypotheses of the study, we use PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018), model 6 (serial mediation) and 1 (simple moderation). This model allows us to observe the indirect paths through which ethical leadership impacts creativity. PROCESS macro was used because it provides flexible and user-friendly frameworks for testing moderating and mediating effects.




Measurements

Responses were captured on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so).



Ethical leadership

Ethical leadership was rated via a 10-item scale from Brown et al. (2005), which is widely recognized for its reliability in measuring ethical leadership behaviors. Participants were advised to rate their immediate supervisors on two key dimensions of ethical leadership: moral person and moral manager. Sample items include “My supervisor listens to what employees have to say” for the moral manager dimension and “My supervisor conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner” for the moral person dimension. Ethical leadership was self-reported by employees.



Belongingness

Belongingness at work was rated using a 3-item scale derived from Godard (2001). An example item is, “When at work, I really feel like I belong.” Belongingness was self-reported by employees.



Psychological safety

To assess psychological safety, we used Edmondson (1999) 7-item scale. A sample item was, “The work I do is very important to me.” Psychological safety was self-reported by employees.



Creativity

Employee creativity was assessed using the 4-item scale from Farmer et al. (2003), which has been adapted for use in a Chinese context. A sample item is “This employee: Tries new ideas or methods first.” Supervisors responded to employee creativity.



Ethical climate

Ethical climate was assessed using the scale of Cullen et al. (1993). A sample item is, “Everyone in this organization is willing to seek common solutions at the workplace.” Employee-rated ethical climate.



Control variables

This study considered several control variables to account for their potential influence on the research findings. Demographic factors, such as age, education level, and job tenure, were checked for. Prior research suggests that older employees may experience higher levels of job exhaustion (Brienza and Bobocel, 2017), which could reduce the positive impact of ethical leadership. Additionally, educational attainment may influence the generalizability of results, as more educated employees might display more favorable outcomes compared to their less educated counterparts. Job tenure was also controlled, as existing literature (Denton and Kleiman, 2001) has demonstrated its potential effects on employee outcomes.

Furthermore, we considered Islamic work ethics (IWE) and moral identity as control variables to account for their potential impact on employees’ creativity, which could influence the effectiveness of ethical leadership. IWE emphasizes dedication, responsibility, and social relations, which can significantly shape employee behavior and attitudes (Qasim et al., 2022). Moral identity, reflecting to what extent being moral is central to an individual’s self-concept, can also play a crucial role in guiding ethical behavior and fostering creativity (Vitell et al., 2009). Given that the data was collected from Pakistan, a predominantly Muslim country, it is essential to consider these cultural and ethical dimensions, as they might influence work ethics and, consequently, employee creativity (Alqhaiwi et al., 2024; Usman et al., 2015).



Confirmatory factor analysis and common method bias

In above Table 1, the model fitness indices indicate that the Main 5-Factor Model demonstrates the best fit to the data. With a χ2/df ratio of 2.11, which is within the acceptable range (≤ 3), and fit indices such as CFI (0.91), TLI (0.90), IFI (0.91), and RMSEA (0.05), this model shows a better model fitness. While we tested other possible combinations as well, compared with the alternate Model 3 (2 factors: Belongingness + Psychological safety + Ethical climate and ethical leadership combined) and alternate Model 4 (1 factor: all constructs combined) show significantly poor fit, with χ2/df ratios of 4.82 and 7.11, respectively, and fit indices (CFI, TLI, IFI ≤ 0.70; RMSEA ≥ 0.10).



TABLE 1 Model fitness.
[image: Table1]

We used time-lagged approaches and multiple source data to reduce the likelihood of common method variance (CMV) (Podsakoff et al., 2012). In our confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), we use the unmeasured latent method construct (ULMC) methodology to verify for CMV (Williams and McGonagle, 2016). We particularly implemented a single-method latent variable into the previously established main model. When we compare our results to the original model, we discovered that including the ULMC made no significant difference in the results. CMV values were far worsen then the main model. As a result, these data suggest that CMV did not significantly damage the reproducibility of our study.



Assessment of measurement model

In Table 2, AVE values for all constructs exceed the threshold of 0.50, indicating strong convergent validity. The square root of the AVE for each construct (shown in parentheses on the diagonal) is greater than the correlations between that construct and all other constructs. This satisfies the Fornell-Larcker Criterion, confirming discriminant validity. The HTMT values (below the diagonal) represent the ratio of between-construct correlations to within-construct correlations. All HTMT values are well below the conservative threshold of 0.85, further supporting discriminant validity.



TABLE 2 Average variance extracted (AVE), Fornell-Larcker Criterion, and Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT).
[image: Table2]



Results

The study examines the relationships among ethical leadership, ethical climate, belongingness, psychological safety, and creativity. Ethical leadership was significantly positively correlated with belongingness (r = 0.331, p < 0.01), psychological safety (r = 0.480, p < 0.01), and creativity (r = 0.326, p < 0.01) (see Table 3). Ethical climate was also positively associated with belongingness (r = 0.207, p < 0.01), psychological safety (r = 0.326, p < 0.01), and creativity (r = 0.201, p < 0.01). Regarding the control variables Islamic Work Ethics (IWE), IWE was positively correlated with creativity (r = 0.213, p < 0.01). A weaker positive relationship was seen between IWE and belongingness (r = 0.130, p < 0.05). Moral identity was significantly associated with psychological safety (r = 0.205, p < 0.01).



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliability values.
[image: Table3]



Hypothesis testing

For regression, models 6 (serial mediation) and 1 (moderation) were used. Results for our control variables showed (refer to Table 4) that IWE had significant positive effects on belongingness (B = 0.18, p < 0.01) and creativity (B = 0.20, p < 0.01). However, no significant effect was found for IWE on psychological safety. For Moral Identity, there was a significant positive relationship with belongingness (B = 0.14, p < 0.01). Regarding the study variables, Ethical Leadership had a strong positive effect on belongingness (B = 0.42, p < 0.01), psychological safety (B = 0.40, p < 0.01), and creativity (B = 0.17, p < 0.01).



TABLE 4 Regression analysis.
[image: Table4]

Additionally, belongingness significantly predicted psychological safety (B = 0.26, p < 0.01) and creativity (B = 0.41, p < 0.01), while psychological safety was also positively related to creativity (B = 0.18, p < 0.01). The moderation analysis revealed that the interaction between Ethical Leadership and Ethical Climate (EL x EC) was significant in predicting belongingness (B = 0.19, p < 0.01), indicating that a strong ethical climate enhances the positive effect of ethical leadership on belongingness (Figure 2).

Process and Hayes model 6 mediation analysis demonstrated (Table 5) that Ethical Leadership (EL) positively influences creativity through several mediating pathways. The total indirect effect was significant [Effect = 0.265, 95% BootCI (0.153, 0.395)]. Belongingness significantly mediated the relationship between ethical leadership and creativity [Effect = 0.173, 95% BootCI (0.097, 0.271)], while the pathway through both belongingness and psychological safety had a smaller yet significant effect [Effect = 0.020, 95% BootCI (0.004, 0.053)]. Additionally, psychological safety alone also mediated the relationship between ethical leadership and creativity [Effect = 0.072, 95% BootCI (0.021, 0.137)].



TABLE 5 Mediation analysis.
[image: Table5]



Study 1 discussion

Study 1 provided evidence supporting our hypothesis that ethical leadership plays a significant role in enhancing employees’ creativity, both directly and indirectly, through factors such as belongingness and psychological safety. Results indicated that ethical leadership positively influences these mediators, ultimately fostering a creative environment. The findings highlight the critical role of psychological safety and a sense of belonging in enhancing creativity, affirming the social capital and self-determination theories that underscore the influence of these relational and psychological factors on individual performance outcomes.

However, some limitations were identified in Study 1, which we aimed to address in Study 2. First, due to the model’s complexity, it was tested in segments rather than as an integrated whole. Second, despite our effort to obtain accurate measures by using time-lagged data collection from multiple sources, the complexity of the model may limit our ability to draw causal inferences (Kenny and Judd, 2014; Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Study 2 addressed these limitations by manipulating ethical leadership, ethical climate, and value congruence to capture a broader and more objective measure of these constructs. By integrating these manipulations and employing a more controlled, scenario-based methodology, the aim was to isolate and examine the effects of ethical leadership, ethical climate, and value congruence on employee belongingness. This approach was helpful in capturing participants’ sense of belonging under varying leadership conditions, enhancing the capacity to interpret causal mechanisms in alignment with the theoretical framework.



Study 2 methods


Procedure

220 participants were recruited from the same credit unions and banks as in the previous study. To show appreciation, small gift boxes were distributed to maintain their motivation level. One of the exclusion criteria was prior participation in Study 1. The experiment began with an introductory note, informing participants that they would read a job-related scenario focusing on leadership behavior, ethical climate, and value congruence. Afterward, they were asked to answer questions based on their judgment of the situation. The scenario content highlighted the leader’s work ethic and the organization’s climate. Ethical leadership was manipulated by describing the leader as either highly “ethical or unethical,” following the approach from van Gils et al. (2015). In Study 1, the ethical climate was assessed by the leaders themselves, which is part of top management. Ethical climate questions are mostly about the top management. However, study 2 manipulates the ethical climate (see Supplementary Appendix A). A 2x2x2 factorial design was employed. Participants were randomly selected for these conditions. After reviewing the scenarios, participants completed questions to check the effectiveness of the manipulation, rated their creativity in handling the work situations, evaluated their belongingness and value congruency, and provided demographic details. Participants also rate the scenario realism questions.

A total of 220 took part; 4 were incomplete, and 8 participants failed the attention check. We ended up with 208 participants. There were 66.3% men and an average age of 38.04 (SD = 9.70) years in the sample. The majority of the participants (47%) hold a bachelor’s degree and (16.3%) a master’s, with only 4% holding a doctorate. The mean for experience was 8.92 (SD = 6.37).

For the realism check, responses for the ethical leadership scenario were 5.83, for the ethical climate scenario 5.65, and for value congruence 4.92, which shows that participants understand the scenario well and can relate to it.



Manipulations check

We checked the manipulations using an independent sample t-test for ethical leadership and ethical climate to see whether they were successful or not. The results for ethical leadership values were (Mean = 5.99, S. D = 1.01) and for no ethical leadership [Mean = 2.62, S. D = 1.79, 95% CI (UL = 2.97, LL = 3.77)], with Cohen’s d 2.31. Checking manipulations for ethical climate, the results for high ethical climate (Mean = 5.90, S. D = 1.25) and low ethical climate [Mean = 2.03, S. D = 1.18, 95% CI (UL = 3.54, LL = 4.21)] showed that manipulations were successful. Cohen’s d was 3.18. Value Congruence manipulation check was also confirmed for high (Mean = 4.72, S. D = 1.41) and low [Mean = 3.02, S. D = 1.27, 95% CI (UL = 1.34, LL = 2.21)] Cohen’s d was 1.27.



Measures

For the realism of the scenario, they responded on 1–7 from highly unrealistic to highly realistic (Mattila and Cho, 2011). Following van Gils et al. (2015), we used one item “to what extent do you believe that your team leader is an ethical leader?” as manipulation check of the scenario manipulations (1 = not ethical at all, 7 = very ethical).

The 10-item ethical climate scale was developed by (Cullen et al., 1993) to measure the overall ethical environment within an organization. The same scale was used for belongingness, ethical leadership, and creativity. In this study, we deliberately excluded psychological safety as it acts as a following mediator after belongingness in the causal chain. This would prevent a cohesive analysis of the entire model in one step, as seen in Study 1, where testing the model in parts may have obscured key relationships (Bollen, 1989; Kline, 2023). By focusing solely on belongingness as the mediator between ethical leadership and employee creativity while incorporating ethical climate as the moderator, we can test the full model at once. This approach allows for a more robust and comprehensive examination of the interaction effects and overall model dynamics, providing clearer and potentially more significant results (MacCallum and Austin, 2000). While value congruence was measured using the 3-item scale of Cable and DeRue, 2002.



Hypothesis testing

Table 6 shows that ethical leadership is positively related to belongingness (r = 0.42, p < 0.01) and creativity (r = 0.39, p < 0.01). Belongingness also showed a positive correlation with creativity (r = 0.51, p < 0.01). Ethical climate was positively related to belongingness (r = 0.56, p < 0.01) and creativity (r = 0.46, p < 0.01). Value congruence was also positively related to belongingness (r = 0.40, p < 0.01) and creativity (r = 0.20, p < 0.01).



TABLE 6 Study 2 Mean, S.D., and correlations analysis.
[image: Table6]

Table 7 results shows that ethical leadership has a positive effect on belongingness (B = 0.19; p < 0.01) and creativity (B = 0.18; p < 0.01). Belongingness also showed a positive significant effect on creativity (B = 0.41; p < 0.01). Interaction of ethical leadership and value congruence was seen positive significant (B = 0.115; p < 0.01), so hypothesis 5 was supported. Moderation of ethical climate (B = 0.068; p < 0.01) was also confirmed. These results are replicated here in Study 2 as well. In Study 1, hypotheses 1 and 3 were also supported. Hypothesis 2 results were also confirmed here as well, as seen in Table 7 (PROCESS and Hayes model 4), which shows that belongingness mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and creativity (Effect = 0.180, 95% CI, LL = 0.104, UL = 0.267) (please see Table 8).



TABLE 7 Study 2 direct and moderating effects.
[image: Table7]



TABLE 8 Study 2 indirect effects.
[image: Table8]



Conditional indirect effect of ethical leadership

Table 9 presents significant moderation results, tested using Model 9 of PROCESS by Andrew Hayes. These results support Hypothesis 4 and 5b, indicating that ethical leadership indirectly influences creativity through a sense of belonging, with this relationship being stronger in a high ethical climate. Specifically, the findings confirm that an increase in ethical climate amplifies this effect. For negative values of ethical climate and value congruence, the effect was negatively significant (Effect = −0.092, LL = −0.171, UL = −0.031). In contrast, for a high ethical climate and value congruence, the effect was substantial (Effect = 0.238, LL = 0.139, UL = 0.350). Table 10 depicts the index of moderated mediation results.



TABLE 9 Conditional indirect effect of ethical leadership on creativity at the values of moderators.
[image: Table9]



TABLE 10 Index of moderated mediation.
[image: Table10]




Study 2 discussion

Stud 1 hypothesis was confirmed here as well; we found the conditional indirect effect of ethical leadership on creativity as well. Value congruence was tested on the high and low levels to see whether employees’ sense of belongingness can be varied or not, which confirmed that it varies between high and low levels of value congruence. Findings underscore that employees with high congruence experience a stronger sense of belonging in organizations led by ethical leaders. Ethical leadership cultivates a culture of trust, respect, and integrity, which resonates with the values of morally conscious employees (Mayer et al., 2012; Peng and Kim, 2020). Such leaders actively promote inclusivity and reinforce ethical standards, which encourages employees to identify with the organizational values and feel a greater connection to their workplace. As a result, employees with high congruence are more likely to perceive themselves as integral members of the organization, enhancing their sense of belonging and commitment (Bojanowska and Piotrowski, 2020; Edwards and Cable, 2009). Conversely, employees with lower congruence may struggle to relate to the ethical framework established by their leaders, leading to feelings of disconnection and reduced engagement with the organizational culture (Van Knippenberg et al., 2004). This misalignment diminishes their sense of belonging, ultimately affecting their job satisfaction and loyalty. Therefore, the congruence between ethical leadership and the values of employees is crucial for fostering a profound sense of belonging.



General discussion

The main objective of this study was to gain a better understanding of ethical leadership in regulating creativity, through Belongingness and psychological safety. Even though the antecedents and outcomes of ethical leadership has been studied, but only few studies focused on the ethical leadership and creativity (e.g., Asif et al., 2019; Chen and Hou, 2016). Specifically, considering the crucial role of belonging was missing. This study considers belongingness and psychological safety as a serial mediator for employees’ creativity. The findings of Study 1 demonstrate that ethical leadership plays a crucial role in shaping a work environment characterized by belongingness, psychological safety, and creativity. These findings were confirmed in study 2 as well. Similarly, previous research emphasizes that leaders who exhibit fairness, integrity, and care contribute to fostering an inclusive environment where employees feel valued and connected (Nishii, 2013). Ethical leadership fosters a sense of belonging by addressing employees’ emotional needs and facilitating shared decision-making, which can enhances organizational cohesion and commitment. This research differs significantly from prior studies by introducing a serial mediation pathway (belongingness → psychological safety) and positioning ethical climate as a moderator rather than a predictor of trust or compliance (Mayer et al., 2010). Additionally, it uncovers the critical role of value congruence in fostering belongingness, an idea supported by Stouten et al. (2012), who argue that individuals are more likely to align with leaders whose actions resonate with their personal and societal values.

Furthermore, the study highlights the significant relationship between belongingness and psychological safety, reinforcing the idea that employees who feel included are more likely to take risks and express their ideas without fear of negative consequences (Edmondson and Bransby, 2023; Frazier et al., 2017). This is based on established research on the importance of trust and openness in promoting innovation and employee engagement (Baumeister and Leary, 2017). Ethical leaders foster inclusivity, which builds trust, essential for psychological safety. This safety, in turn, liberates employees to engage in creative risk-taking. This finding emphasizes that ethical leadership’s impact on creativity is not just a result of additiveness, but a result of social belonging and cognitive safety, requiring both social belonging and cognitive safety to fully manifest.

Additionally, our findings suggest that employees who perceive a high level of ethical ties with their supervisors are more likely to experience a profound sense of belonging. Baumeister and Leary (2017) notion of the ‘need to belong,’ which is not just about forming relationships, but about feeling embedded and valued within a society. Such belongingness provides employees with symbolic meaning and a shared identity within the organization, enhancing both personal fulfillment and social integration (Lambert et al., 2013; Hogg, 2009). Belonging is to go beyond simple interpersonal connection; it embodies an individual’s desire to be a part of an organization that supports their identity and values. This deeper connection rooted in ethical congruence between leaders and employees reinforces the individual’s perception of relational value, which is crucial for self-esteem and psychological well-being (Leary and Baumeister, 2000; Hagerty et al., 1992). As stated by Leary and Kelly (2008), belonging is a critical factor for individuals to engage in collaborative and innovative activities. This study exhibited that ethical leadership plays a crucial role in cultivating belonging, which ultimately creates a psychologically safe environment conducive to creativity.

Additionally, the moderating role of ethical climate further emphasizes the importance of organizational context in enhancing the effects of ethical leadership. A strong ethical climate ensures that the ethical behaviors modeled by leaders are reinforced throughout the organization, encouraging open communication and employee voice (Demirtas and Akdogan, 2015; Al Halbusi et al., 2021). This connection between ethical climate and leadership further enhances the understanding of how leadership behaviors contribute to tangible organizational outcomes such as creativity. Value congruence was found to show how employees will feel more belonging if they share values with the leader; the high congruence will make employees feel more inclusive. These findings facilitate a more precise understanding of leadership in organizations. Furthermore, conditional indirect effect for both ethical climate and value congruence is crucial, which further extends piecemeal approaches that were limited to only direct effect or mediation.

This study’s two-study design enhances the robustness and generalization of the findings. Study 1 results were confirmed in Study 2 by using a 2x2x2 factorial design to enhance causal inferences. In Study 1 IWE and moral identity were controlled, this is based on potential cultural and religious influences, providing a more comprehensive understanding of ethical leadership’s effects. Study 2 methodological advancements, as prior studies on ethical leadership and creativity primarily rely on survey-based, cross-sectional designs. Study 2 methods can reduce common method bias and allow for causal interpretations, providing a more empirical basis for understanding potential interactions.


Theoretical implications

This study makes a significant contribution to the growing body of literature on ethical leadership, particularly by integrating the concepts of belongingness and psychological safety. Unlike prior studies that often viewed ethical leadership in isolation (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2011), this research demonstrates that belongingness serves as a critical mediator between leadership and positive employee outcomes such as creativity and safety. The relationship is not solely mediated by moral identity or psychological safety (e.g., Miao et al., 2013; Al Halbusi et al., 2023). By highlighting these relationships, this study adds a new layer to our understanding of how leaders’ ethical conduct influences individual belongingness and their creativity.

Moreover, this research advances social exchange theory by providing empirical evidence that ethical leadership creates reciprocal relationships built on trust and equity, which ultimately promote creativity and psychological safety (Brown et al., 2005). The study’s findings offer a multi-dimensional view of leadership, where employees’ social and emotional needs are crucial to driving innovation and organizational effectiveness (Kim et al., 2022). This challenges the conventional leadership discourse that prioritizes performance and productivity, emphasizing instead the ethical and emotional dynamics that shape workplace interactions.

This research contributes to the understanding of belongingness as a nuanced concept within organizational psychology. By demonstrating that alignment (congruence) with ethical leadership enhances employees’ intrinsic need for symbolic meaning and continuity, our findings extend Baumeister and Leary (2017) foundational ‘need to belong’ theory into workplace contexts, showing how ethical climates foster stable, identity-affirming spaces. Our study enhances the literature on belongingness by integrating ethical congruence as a mechanism that fulfills individuals’ psychological needs for group continuity and personal significance within organizations. This need for deeper, value-based connections in the workplace underscores the sociometer theory’s perspective that social bonds serve as indicators of self-worth, providing stability and fostering commitment (Lambert et al., 2013; Leary and Baumeister, 2000).

The study also introduces the moderating effect of ethical climate, showing how the broader organizational context can amplify or diminish the impact of ethical leadership on belongingness and creativity (Den Hartog, 2015). This extends the literature on ethical leadership by recognizing the importance of organizational structures in reinforcing ethical practices, creating an integrated framework for understanding leadership’s far-reaching implications. An ethical climate promotes psychological safety by promoting fairness, transparency, and trust. When employees perceive that their organization prioritizes ethical behavior, they feel confident in expressing their ideas, taking risks, and experimenting without fear of negative consequences (Al Halbusi et al., 2021). This psychological safety is a crucial element of creativity, as it encourages employees to think innovatively and share unconventional ideas.

The study extends the contributions further by making highly congruent employees feel more like they belong. When employees feel my values are aligned with the leader’s, those values are very dear to them. These inclusive feelings help them try things creatively. These findings suggest that value congruence is the necessary contingency that can satisfy the need to belong. In such highly strengthened environments, ethical leadership reinforces shared values that also foster mutual respect (Edwards and Cable, 2009). Employees may attribute certain values to be ethical and if they are referring to it, it will have much better effect (Stouten et al., 2012). For instance, when employees perceive that their leader’s values align with their own, they experience less cognitive dissonance and are more likely to internalize the leader’s ethical standards. This alignment fosters a shared purpose, which motivates employees to contribute creatively to organizational goals.

Lastly, by situating these findings within diverse organizational and cultural contexts, this study highlights the universality of ethical leadership principles, suggesting that they are applicable across both developed and underdeveloped economies (Men et al., 2020). This expansion into cross-cultural leadership studies opens new avenues for exploring ethical leadership in non-Western settings, offering valuable insights into its global relevance. The fundamental concepts of this study (ethical leadership, belongingnes, psychological safety, and creativity) are relevant in every field. By controlling IWE and Moral identity, we can minimize the culture-specific factors. This framework can be adopted and tested in other cultural and organizational settings. Ethical leadership and a strong ethical climate extend beyond organizational benefits and have a greater impact on society by shaping ethical norms, fostering a culture of integrity, and promoting responsible business practices. Furthermore, ethical leadership encourages innovation and creativity by fostering a psychologically safe environment where employees feel empowered to take risks and create new ideas. This, in turn, drives socially responsible innovation, a workplace culture rooted in ethics can lead to a wider adoption of ethical decisions.



Practical implications

From a practical perspective, this study provides several actionable insights for organizations seeking to foster creativity, engagement, and psychological safety in the workplace. First, by emphasizing the role of ethical leadership in promoting a sense of belonging, organizations are encouraged to invest in leadership development programs that not only teach ethical decision-making but also cultivate empathy, inclusiveness, and justice in leadership behaviors (Grigoropoulos, 2020). This approach has the potential to transform workplaces by promoting higher levels of employee engagement and loyalty, which in turn drives innovation and organizational success.

Second, the study demonstrates that belongingness is a key driver of both psychological safety and creativity, meaning that organizations should prioritize fostering an inclusive culture where employees feel connected, valued, and involved (Chen et al., 2023). Practical steps include implementing inclusive decision-making processes, establishing recognition programs, and creating spaces for open communication and employee voice (Shafique et al., 2020). These practices not only enhance employee job satisfaction but also strengthen the organization’s capacity to innovate and solve complex problems.

Additionally, the study highlights the critical role of ethical climate in enhancing the positive effects of ethical leadership, suggesting that organizations must create a culture of integrity that supports ethical behavior at all levels (Grigoropoulos, 2020). This can be achieved by establishing ethical guidelines, ensuring transparency in leadership practices, and holding leaders accountable for fostering a fair and respectful work environment (De Cremer and Van Knippenberg, 2003). These organizational practices help create a harmonious and supportive work environment, where employees feel empowered to share their ideas and engage in collaborative problem-solving.

Organizations can enhance employee belongingness by promoting an ethical climate that aligns with employees’ personal values. This sense of being an integral part of an ethically grounded system can contribute to greater workplace satisfaction and retention, as employees find both symbolic and relational value within the organization. The practical value of ethical leadership lies in its potential to support employees’ inherent need for belonging by creating an environment that offers not only surface-level inclusion but also deeper meaning and continuity. For HR leaders, prioritizing value alignment in recruitment and leadership practices could prove essential in building a cohesive, engaged workforce.

Furthermore, this study offers valuable insights for global organizations operating in diverse cultural contexts. The universal applicability of ethical leadership principles suggests that leaders in multinational organizations can benefit from adopting context-sensitive ethical practices that are consistent with local values while maintaining a strong commitment to global ethical standards (Brown et al., 2005). This is particularly relevant in underdeveloped economies, where ethical leadership can drive both organizational growth and employee development.

In conclusion, this study’s practical implications underscore the transformational potential of ethical leadership in creating psychologically safe, innovative, and inclusive workplaces. By embedding ethical leadership within the broader organizational culture, companies can unlock creative potential, improve employee well-being, and ensure sustainable growth in today’s dynamic and competitive business environments (Nishii, 2013; Roberson, 2006).



Limitations and future research directions

Without any doubt, this study has some limitations that are beneficial to observe. First, the three-time-lagged, dual-source design, while offering stronger temporal inferences than a cross-sectional approach, still does not fully address causality concerns. A longitudinal or experimental approach could assist in addressing causation more rigorously, allowing for the tracking of changes over a longer period and across various conditions. Because literature lacks whether ethical leadership’s caring effects persist for some time or not. Do supervisors maintain their ethical focus under prolonged pressure, or does their commitment wane? Do employees become used to ethical leadership over the past? The ups and downs in leadership and employee methods can only be observed in a longitudinal study. Future research could build on this by adopting such longitudinal methods to provide clearer insights into cause-and-effect relationships. Stouten et al. (2012) suggested that aligning (or diverging) from broader social norms can contribute to creativity and organizational performance. The contents of the box named ethics might have been completely different. Research can also study that ethical leadership might inspire employees by the leader’s ethical behavior, but also employees feel pressure to meet the standards. How ethical follower will respond to ethical leadership, can also be in an interesting field to study.

Second, the scenario-based nature of our second study, self-rated responses may have introduced biases. Although supervisor ratings are appreciated in organizational research, further studies can look at longitudinal and peer/supervisor-rated sourced data. Future research could complement these subjective ratings with objective measures, such as the experience sampling method, to see variations and understandings of value congruence, belongingness, and willingness to be creative. Future research could examine how varying degrees of moral values alignment between employees and leadership influence feelings of belongingness across diverse organizational settings. Recently, research suggested that moral values might play a crucial role in high congruence (Seggewiss et al., 2019).




Conclusion

Throughout two studies, we show that leaders’ belief in ethics is a crucial factor in the workplace that enhances a sense of belongingness and safety. People exchange relationships or try to learn and imitate their leaders. We use values to see the congruence between ethical leadership and followers, which also affects a sense of belongingness. We use this as a springboard to get the attention of the researchers toward this understudied phenomenon. While it looks very important how employees think about the ethics in an organization and how they value these conducts, it will be based on their value congruence. Different employees will value these conducts in different ways and can relate to themselves; in the words of Dunford et al. (2015: 319), “Your employees are watching.” Different eyes, different perceptions.
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