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Ethical behaviors by leaders act
as a stimulant to the wellbeing
of employees by restraining
workplace embitterment

Ammara Saleem, Mohsin Bashir* and Muhammad Abrar

Lyallpur Business School, Government College University Faisalabad, Faisalabad, Pakistan

Prior studies have revealed that leaders’ ethical behaviors significantly influence
employees’ wellbeing. However, it's unclear how to increase the positive
impact of leaders’ ethical behaviors on employees’ wellbeing by overseeing
the negative workplace emotion. So, this study examines the salient concern of
leaders’ ethical behaviors that affect employees’ negative emotions (workplace
embitterment) and, consequently, their wellbeing according to appraisal
theories of emotions. The study also investigates the active role of followers’
core self-evaluation in moderating the impact of leaders’ ethical behaviors
on followers’ emotions and wellbeing via the mediational chain. Data is
collected in two-time intervals with 6 weeks interims through a structured
questionnaire from 398 academics of public sector universities in Pakistan.
The structured equation modeling and Process Macro 2017 are the tools
for data analysis. Findings of this study show that (1) ethical behaviors by
leaders have a negative impact on employee workplace embitterment, (2)
workplace embitterment completely mediates the association between ethical
behaviors of leaders and employee wellbeing, and (3) when leaders do not
exhibit ethical behaviors, workplace embitterment is lessened showing high
core self-evaluations by employees. In addition, the study findings also reveal
that employees’ core self-evaluation moderates the effect of leaders’ ethical
behaviors through workplace embitterment. This study validates the significant
role of a leader's ethical behaviors in nourishing employee wellbeing by
preventing negative emotions. The study is also significant as it examines how
followers' attribute core self-evaluation: (1) can be a substitute for leaders’
ethical behaviors and (2) can actively modify the effect of leaders’ ethical
behaviors on followers’ negative emotions and then wellbeing. The study also
discussed its contributions in theory and to organizations.

ethical leadership behavior, employee emotion, workplace embitterment, employee
wellbeing, ethical leadership
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Introduction

The survival and advancement of organizations worldwide
depend on their employees’ wellbeing (1, 2). Employee’s
poor wellbeing concerns are increasing and extending from
the individual to organisational to social levels owning
to its inauspicious upshots. Employee wellbeing issues in
organizations ascend due to hitches, such as stress, unfairness,
and bullying (3-5). However, an employee’s wellbeing is snagged
by negative emotions (6), such as workplace embitterment
(feeling of unfairness and humiliation) that develop owing
to numerous organisational events, decisions, and leaders
behaviors (4). Employees’ emotions are responses followed by
copious events encountered in their relationship with leaders,
others, and the organisation’s environment (7); they value
employee wellbeing. Appraisal theorists of emotions divulge that
employee emotions nourish and intensify when an event or
situation is important to him [as cited in (8)].

Generally, events in organizations are initiated by leaders
responsible for administration and decision-making (1). Those
events escorted by injustice or controlled supervision instigate
embitterment in employees and eventually influence their
wellbeing (1, 9). The emergent research on ethical leadership
delineates it as a leader’s mechanism that governs employees’
emotions either negatively or positively, depending on the
genuine leader’s ethical practices (5, 7). The relationship between
(unethical) behavior and employee wellbeing is convoluted
and complex; appraisal theorists contend that, among other
processes, the impact of unethical organizational practices on
embitterment negatively impacts employee wellbeing (7, 10).
Giacalone and Promislo urge that organizations at effective
monitoring of low ethical behavior may slacken the emergence
of negative emotions and thus advance employee wellbeing (10).

Researchers have explicitly ascertained the significance of
leaders’ ethical practices, such as fairness, integrity, care for
others, and role clarification, for managing low ethical behavior
in organizations (5, 7, 11). The majority of this research, which
employed the Brown et al. (12) scale and was done in the
West, had limited details on South Asian territory. There are
eight nations in South Asia, and although sharing borders with
Iran and China, Pakistan’s culture is distinct and hasn’t often
been questioned in the literature. Additionally, recent corporate
outrages and literature highlight the growing issue of unethical
behaviors in organizations of a collectivist culture where we feel
obligated to favour our close ones and, developing countries that
have scarce resources and poor transparent systems (13, 14).
However, ethical leadership is seldom investigated Asian and
developing countries, particularly in educational settings (15),
significantly influencing academics’ emotions and wellbeing.
Academics are role models for their students who contribute
vigorously to developing moral values and ethics and shaping
the character of their students. Researchers have emphasized that
negative academic emotions interrupt students’ education and
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cut back the excellence of research work in universities (15).
Hence, this study is intended to investigate why and how leaders’
ethical behaviors nourish employee wellbeing of academicians
of public sector universities of Pakistan by restraining workplace
negative emotion, i.e., workplace embitterment.

Keeping into consideration the research question, the first
objective of this study is to examine the emotional reaction
(workplace embitterment) of followers in response to a leader’s
ethical behaviors (LEBs) in the relational perspective, i.e.,
affective events theory (AET). The prior studies that investigated
the relationship between LEBs and employee outcomes were
based on exchange and identity perspectives (16). Affective
events theory explains a strong association between appraising a
specific event and the emergence of a specific emotion (8). AET
accentuates that positive events develop positive emotions and
adverse events advance negative emotions.

The study’s second objective is to investigate how negative
emotional experiences function as a mediating mechanism for
ethical leadership behaviors prioritising employee wellbeing
from a relational perspective. Most studies have emphasized
the investigation of positive mediating mechanisms, such as
employee engagement, LMX, and perceived organizational
support, in the leaders’ ethical behaviors—employee wellbeing
relationship (17-19). Few researchers examined how ethical
leadership behaviors indirectly affect employee wellbeing
through emotional responses, particularly negative emotions in
the observed relationships (20, 21). Leaders’ ethical behaviors
help their followers cultivate their wellbeing through effective
interactions that restrain their negative emotions. Investigating
this process allows the management to comprehend the routine
yet serious impediments to employee wellbeing.

As the perception of employees about ethical behaviors
shown by their leaders varies, the employee may or may not
have the presence of LEBs, which influence their emotional
experience accordingly. So, another objective is to assess
the effectiveness of followers core self-evaluation (CSE) in
managing the association concerning LEBs and workplace
embitterment (20). This study considers core self-evaluation
as a substitute for a leader’s ethical behaviors, which makes
either leadership redundant or minimises followers” dependency
on the leader. This study highlights its significance from the
following contributions.

First and foremost, this study is significant as it expands
the literature on employee wellbeing by both organisational
factors, i.e., leaders ethical behaviors and individual factors,
i.e., followers traits such as core self-evaluation. The study
emphasises leaders’ ethical behaviors in developing countries
and a collectivist culture wherein diminishing workplace
embitterment and fostering employee wellbeing is mandatory
(d). It helps to establish the rational relationship between ethical
leadership and negative employee emotions, i.e., workplace
embitterment. It also posits the significance of leaders’ ethical
behaviors in managing negative emotions and promoting
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employee wellbeing by spotting the logical connexions between
LEBs, employees’ negative emotions and wellbeing.

Second, the study adds to the literature on workplace
embitterment which is limited, particularly in the perspective
of a leader’s behaviors and leadership process. This study
also investigates how leaders’ ethical behaviors as a contextual
variable are related to employees’ negative emotions (workplace
embitterment). The present investigation highlights the critical
role of leaders ethical behaviors in stimulating employee
wellbeing by preventing or reducing embitterment.

Third, the study contributes to an emergent research
area involved with improving employee wellbeing where
leaders’ ethical behaviors are either missing or limited
by examining the role of followers’ traits, such as core
self-evaluation as a moderator, which may swap leaders’
ethical behaviors. The findings of this study emphasise the
effectiveness of followers™ traits, i.e., core self-evaluation, in
developing employee wellbeing by managing their negative
emotions (workplace embitterment) in the absence of leaders’
ethical behaviors. Thus, the study findings suggest followers’
CSE is a swap of the leaders’ ethical behaviors to foster
employee wellbeing.

Likewise, with theoretical contributions, this study provides
some practical benefits to both employees and organizations.
This study provides the opportunity for the management to
understand how leaders’ ethical behaviors improve employees’
wellbeing by preventing them from being embittered. Hence,
it suggests a guideline for longitudinal tracking of changes
in the workplace that encourage leaders to behave ethically,
which uplift employees’ wellbeing by avoiding negative
emotional experiences. In summary, our research has two
main objectives. The first is to investigate the possibility of
workplace embitterment serving as a mediating mechanism
between leaders’ ethical behaviors and employees” well-being, as
was mentioned before. The second is a test of moderating the
impact of the followers’ core self-evaluation on the relationship
between leaders’ ethical behaviors and employee workplace
embitterment. In order to evaluate research theories empirically
in the context of Pakistan, this study used two-wave data. In
Figure 1, the research model is shown.

Theoretical and hypotheses support

Affective Events Theory (AET) contends that workplace
(22).
their frequency determine the intensity of emotions and

events trigger workplace emotions Events and
behaviors at work. According to AET, employees exposure
to negative and unjust events instigate embitterment and
thus diminishes their wellbeing (23). Moreover, Lazarus
et al. (24) contend that AET suggests that emotional
reactions emerge in response to the arousal of emotions

that further govern employee behavior. Thus, employees
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perception of leaders behaviors determines emotions or
moods and then behaviors. In sum, AET conveys two main
features. First, emotions regulate employees’ behaviors. AET
exhibits how workplace provocations and pleasures affect
employees’ emotions and wellbeing. Second, leaders’ behaviors
are significant for employees’ emotions and should not
be unheeded.

Leader’s ethical behaviors and employee
wellbeing

A leader’s ethical behavior is operationalised as behaviors
that serve as an informal but coherent leadership role in
organizations. The essential behaviors such as fairness, honesty,
justice, respect, care for others, and building a community for
ethical leadership are part of ethical behaviors (25, 26). Brown
and Travino defines ethical leadership and talks about behaviors
based on trustworthiness, charisma, integrity, feeling of care for
their employees, and fairness (11). They discussed that ethical
leaders should have the qualities of a moral person and moral
manager. The leader as a moral person embodies individual
attributes, such as honesty and integrity.

In contrast, a moral manager is a person who is an honest
person that takes fair and genuine decisions both in their
professional and private life. The dimension of a moral manager
discusses a leader’s hands-on and active steps to develop an
ethical work environment by demonstrating ethical guidelines,
being a role model, and keeping ethics on the top priority
of the organisational agenda (11). Watts conceptualises ethical
leadership (EL) as “Ethical leadership is coordinated by regard
for moral convictions and values and keeps up the dignity and
privileges of others” (27). A more comprehensive description
of EL has been presented: “Ethical leadership conduct manages
how leaders utilise their managerial power and leadership role to
empower and advance ethical standards and ethical behaviors in
the organizations” (11).

As given in the literature, LEBs have a favourable influence
on employee attitudes and behaviors, including job performance
(28), employee commitment and job satisfaction (29), and
employee creativity (30), according to several research works on
leaders’ ethical behaviors (31, 32). These studies examined this
relationship in social exchange and learning perspectives. From
the social exchange perspective, employees select their actions
based on their relationship with their leaders. Ethical leaders
caring, fair, and concerned around their employees can gain
their trust and devotion. Employees feel obligated to compensate
their leaders through proactive, constructive behaviors and
suggestions. In the perspective of social learning, leaders having
ethical values are models and mentors for their followers (11).
Leaders exhibiting ethical behaviors are charitably spurred and
likely to require activities against unfairness and untrustworthy
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FIGURE 1
Theoretical model.

behavior (11). Therefore, employees consider such leaders as
their role models.

Employees’ wellbeing is a universal concept and has
developed over time, and the clear definition is still ambiguous
(33). Today, work is still considered an integral part of one’s life,
and various events and practices at the workplace exert direct
and indirect influence on employee wellbeing. The concept
of employee wellbeing is different from individual general
wellbeing. “Everyone understands the meaning, but nobody
can give a precise definition” is how one person described
employee wellbeing.

In the literature, psychological wellbeing, subjective
wellbeing, or employee satisfaction are used to explain employee
wellbeing (21). Subjective wellbeing is explained as one’s
experience and the overall evaluation of the quality regarding
different life aspects, such as personal achievements and social
standings, by defined criteria or standards (34). Psychological
wellbeing refers to the great condition of mental capacities
and the satisfaction of individual potential. Researchers have
explained that psychological wellbeing has six dimensions “self-
acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, positive relations
with others, environmental mastery, and autonomy” (35).
Undoubtedly, subjective and psychological wellbeing concepts
are different, but studies have found and discussed some
relatedness (36). Chen et al. proposed an integrative approach
for assessing employee wellbeing by combining subjective
and psychological wellbeing (21, 36). Later, researchers of
wellbeing highlighted a missed but essential component of
employee wellbeing, i.e., the works-related effect, which is
named workplace wellbeing (37). In contemporary societies,
work and family are inseparable aspects of one’s life. In view
of this holistic consideration (33), suggested and developed a
measure comprising three components: life, workplace, and
psychological wellbeing to assess employee wellbeing. The
relationship between leaders’ ethical behaviors and employee
wellbeing has been studied in several research works [such
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as (38)]; however, the studies that looked at the different
aspects of employee wellbeing about leaders™ ethical behaviors
are few.

Prior research has shown that both physical and
psychological work conditions have an impact on an employee’s
wellbeing (39). The ethical conduct of leaders is one of the
most important psychological workplace factors that affect
employee wellbeing (20). Additionally, Schwepker et al. talked
about the critical role that ethical leaders have in fostering and
strengthening employee wellness through fair treatment, the
elimination of disparities, equitable power-sharing, and the
provision of ethical standards to their followers (9). Inceoglu
et al. also investigated how leaders ethical behaviors can
significantly enhance employee wellbeing, which could benefit
both employees and organizations (40).

In today’s competitive work environment, the role of
leaders’ ethical behaviors has gained prominent attention
from researchers due to its unique features, such as fairness,
behavioral integrity, power sharing, role clarity, concern for
employees, and ethical guidelines. Ethical leaders fairly deal
and collaborate with their followers for their best interest (13).
Such an ethical work climate and ethical relational interaction
of followers with their leaders enhance their experience and
perception of improved wellbeing (41).

Ethical behaviors of leader and
workplace embitterment

Workplace embitterment is a negative emotion that
emerges in response to various organisational destructive events
specifically associated with leaders. Linden (24) has explained
it as a feeling (emotion) encompassing lasting feelings of being
disenchanted, insulted, and vengeful, however, helpless. Those
who are embittered perceive that they are treated unjustly,
unreasonably, and unfairly; they show a longing for revenge
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against the individual responsible for their contrary and negative
state, yet they reject help from others (42). It can result from
a single, extremely intense incident or a string of related life
events, according to Sensky (43) and Carter (4). The hallmark
of workplace embitterment is that it may potentially arise from
an experience that is personally seen as being unreasonable
and unfair (43). According to previous studies, organisational
injustice, social injustice, abuse of basic principles, mistreatment,
and controlled supervision are the key contributing factors
to workplace embitterment (43, 44). The absence of leaders
characteristics of fairness, integrity, concern for people, and
power sharing in their behaviors are the stimuli of unjust and
humiliating events that employees appraise unfavourably, and
embitterment may emerge (45).

Employees consistently experience negative emotions at
the workplace for various reasons, such as ineffective leader
behaviors, strategic unfair decisions, humiliation, and bullying
(4, 5, 19). Persistent negative and stressful feelings at the
workplace are predominant and have hostile upshots (5, 19).
AET states that employees’ emotions are extracted from the
appraisal of their workplace events. When employees perceive
their leaders as less fair, dishonest, less employee-oriented,
etc., they appraise such practices negatively, and consequently,
negative emotions emerge. According to Velez and Neves,
leaders in organizations are uniquely positioned to stimulate an
emotional response in followers (20).

A study by Michailidis and Cropley (19) investigated that
leaders’ practices such as being unfair, task-oriented, controlled,
and less trustworthy result in embitterment. Some researchers
have discussed that the employee appraisal of his leader’s ethical
behavior develops or prevents negative feelings as embitterment
[e.g., (5, 45)]. Michailidis and Cropley have studied the
contributing factors of workplace embitterment by longitudinal
design and found that out of four factors of justice, three
factors, distributive, informational, and interactional justice, are
leader related and are more significant in the development
of embitterment emotion than organisational justice which is
structurally related (19). In short, a leader’s ethical behaviors
can reduce employees’ embitterment. So, through the lens of
effective event theory, we can hypothesise that ethical behaviors
of leaders significantly and negatively influence employees’
workplace embitterment.

Hypothesis 1: Perceived leaders’ ethical behaviors will lower
employee exposure to workplace embitterment.

Workplace embitterment as a mediator

The emotional experience and reaction of employees in
leader-member interaction is an extensive area of research (5,
46) over the last decades due to its vital role in the leadership
process (47) and its ultimate influence on employees’ outcomes
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and wellbeing (1, 5). Workplace embitterment and employee
wellbeing relationship may be described by the Affective Events
Theory. AET demonstrates how feelings and emotions influence
employees’ behavior. Affective event theory demonstrates that
followers respond emotionally to events and situations they
encounter at the workplace and that their response stimulates
their wellbeing and satisfaction (23, 48).

Weiss et al. (23) recommend that work events elicit
perceptive appraisal and determine emotional reactions, which
influence employee outcomes positively or negatively. The
work setting shapes an employees feelings or moods, for
example, if they perceive their leader to be less supportive
than a colleague. Emotional responses to employees from
the past or recent past influence how they feel today. In
conclusion, affective event theory gives two key takeaways.
First of all, feelings offer important clues to identifying
worker behaviors. However, the AET model demonstrates
that work set tings’ hassles and uplifts affect employee
performance and satisfaction. Second, its important to
remember that even seemingly unimportant occurrences
can trigger strong emotions in employees. Accordingly,
workplace embitterment, a negative emotion, significantly
impacts a worker’s psychological wellbeing at work. Thus,
workplace embitterment, a negative emotion, impact employee
wellbeing (24).

Hypothesis 2: employee feeling of workplace embitterment
is negatively associated with employee wellbeing.

Most studies that looked into the mediating mechanism
that starts the connexion between a leader’s ethical actions and
employee results focus on pro-social elements, such as employee
engagement, LMX, and perceived organisational support (18,
49). Few studies looked at how ethical leadership behaviors affect
employee wellbeing indirectly through emotional responses,
particularly negative emotions in the observed relationship
(5, 20, 47, 50). However, this study suggests that by
assessing followers’ emotional responses during the leadership
process, it is possible to indirectly investigate the influence
of leaders’ ethical behaviors on employee wellbeing. The
literature examines employee emotional responses as a mitigator
and mediator mechanism. According to Velez and Neves
(20), ethical leadership behaviors greatly predict employees’
emotional responses and mediate the link between leaders’
behaviors and employee outcomes (5, 51). According to a study
by Valle et al. (50), an employee’s emotional experience reduces
the association between a leader’s ethical behaviors and the
wellbeing of their employees. The study examines workplace
embitterment mediating between leaders’ ethical behaviors and
employees’ wellbeing. Therefore, the following theory can be
established from the viewpoint of AET.

Hypothesis 3: Employee perception of workplace
embitterment can mediate the relationship between leaders’
ethical behaviors and employees’ wellbeing.
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TABLE 1 Hypothesis and its acceptance criteria.

Hypothesis Hypothesis statement

Hypothesis 1 Perceived leaders’ ethical behaviors will lower employee

exposure to workplace embitterment.

Hypothesis 2 Employee feeling of embitterment is negatively associated
with employees’ wellbeing

Hypothesis 3 Employee perception of WPE can mediate the relationship
between leaders’ ethical behaviors (leadership) and employee
wellbeing

Hypothesis 4 followers with higher CSE experience less workplace

embitterment as a result of leaders’ low ethical behaviors.

Core self-evaluation: A swapping of
leaders’ ethical behaviors

Numerous studies in the literature have studied individual
attributes and organisational characteristics that can swap
the effect of behavior of leader (24). Individual attributes
studied as a substitute for leadership behaviors are the locus
of control (52) and proactive personality (20). Organisational
characteristics include perceived organisational support (53),
workplace humour (50), etc. These studies have demonstrated
that the presence of any substitutes from individual or
organisational characteristics, the less the dependency of an
individual on his leader and its influence is reduced [as cited in
(20)]. So, aligning with these findings and suggestions, this study
expands the literature on leadership swapping. The core self-
evaluation attribute of an individual is examined in this study
as a potential swapping for ethical leadership behaviors.

Core self-evaluation is an individual evaluation of his
abilities, competence, self-worth, and self-control over
his (51). Individuals with high CSE are
less dependent on leaders and more motivated to grasp

environment

opportunities and challenges (54). Such individuals are
less vulnerable to organisational
(20, 55). These
redundant; they rely less on their leaders’ behaviors. In

injustice and leaders’

behaviors individuals’ leaders can be
the scenario (employees with high core self-evaluation)
where followers are self-sufficient and less dependent on
leaders, it can be assumed that followers’ positive core
self-evaluation can be swapped or substituted for ethical
leadership. Core self-evaluation is an intrinsic motivational
resource for coping with environmental challenges and
negativity. Conversely, individuals who possess low core
self-evaluation experience more negative emotions as they
are unable to absorb the negativity from either the work
setting or leaders’ behaviors. Additionally, these employees
are more dependent on their leaders and inept at challenging

situations (54).
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Acceptance criteria Confidence

interval

The hypothesis will be accepted if p < 0.05 95%

The hypothesis will be accepted if p < 0.05 95%

The hypothesis will be accepted and fully mediates if VAF> 95%
80% and if VAF value < 20% then no mediation

The hypothesis will be accepted if the interaction term is 95%
significant (p < 0.05). The model will be moderated

mediated if the index of moderated mediated is significant.

Hypothesis 4: followers with higher CSE experience
less workplace embitterment as a result of leaders low
ethical behaviors.

Table 1 all the study hypotheses,
acceptance criteria, and the level of confidence.

summarises their

Research methods

Participants and procedure

Participants in the study were faculties at public universities
in Pakistan who were recognised by the higher education
commission (HEC) as having at least 1 year of professional
experience and having interacted with leaders (head of
the department). According to ongoing discussions in the
International Journal of Educational Management (55), because
of bullying, abuse, and harassment, modern colleges may not
have a favourable work environment for the faculties (55).

A simple random sampling method was used to choose the
participants in two stages. In the first stage, a list of all public
sector universities was taken from the HEC website, numbered
from 1 to n. Then, a sample of 20 universities was selected using
MS Excel and between functions. A list of faculties of 20 selected
universities was prepared from the faculty profile available on
the university website. In the second stage, based on the list of
faculties, 800 participants in the study were selected.

A structured questionnaire developed in the English
language was used to collect data. Along with the formal
questionnaire, an additional sheet was attached explaining
the study objective and the clear instructions for the study
participants and ensuring the confidentiality of the data.
Participants’ personal information was kept confidential, and
only aggregated responses were used in the study. To lower
the common method variance (CMV), as recommended by
Podsakoff et al., data were gathered in this investigation in
two-time waves separated by 6-week intervals (56).
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TABLE 2 Attrition rate of respondents.

Time # of # of Attrition

lag questionnaires questionnaires rate
delivered received

T1 800 570 71%

T2 570 411 72%

A link to an online survey-1 is sent to 800 participants.
The participants are also being approached via phone calls and
meeting personally (wherever possible). After receiving the first
570 completed surveys (attrition rate 71%). Six weeks after T1,
in period 2 (T2), we send a second survey to T1 respondents,
including constructs measuring workplace embitterment and
employee wellbeing. We received 411 completed questions
on T2 (attrition rate 72%). Table 2 contains information
regarding the attrition rate of respondents. Thus, out of the
800 respondents contacted, we found 411 completed, with an
average response rate of 73%, which is satisfactory for the two-
wave data collection. After removing the outliers, we have 398
responses to work with it.

Table 3 contains the detailed characteristics of the study
sample. The final sample includes 254 male respondents (64%)
and 144 female respondents (36%), corresponding to the gender
mix of respondents. Most respondents (55%) have an MS/MPhil
degree, while the remaining (45%) have a PhD and Post
Doctorate. The average age of the respondents was 44.5 years,
and their average experience was 11 years.

Measures

Leaders’ ethical behaviors (T1)

The ethical leadership scale (¢« = 0.91) developed by (25)
is comprised of different behaviors like fairness, power-sharing,
integrity, people orientation, role clarity, and ethical advice,
which are used to assess the ethical behavior of leaders. “My
HOD discusses what is required of each group member” is an
example item. Respondents were asked to rate their responses
on a Likert scale with a range of 1-5. Point 1 denotes a strongly
disagree, whereas point 5 denotes a strongly agree.

Workplace embitterment (T2)

Using the Post-traumatic Embitterment Disorder self-
rating scale (¢ = 0.98) created by Linden et al., workplace
embitterment was assessed. The scale (57) has 19 components.
The prompt “I have experienced one or more stressful
occurrences at work...” appears before each of the 19-item
statements. “That I consider being terribly unjust and unfair,”
for instance. On a 5-point scale, participants’ responses ranged
from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true).
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TABLE 3 Sample characteristics (n = 398).

Category Characteristics % age
Gender Male 64
Female 36
Age Below 30 years 17
30-40 years 41
40-50 years 33
50-60 years 9
Qualification Ms/Mphil 55
PhD 45
Post Doc 1
Tenure Below 1 year 3
1-10 years 58
10-20 years 12
20-30 years 24
Above 30 years 4
Nature of job Contractual 17
On BPS 63
OnTTS 20
Job position Lecturer 48
Assistant Professor 30
Associate Professor 19
Professor 3
Work experience Below 5 years 35
5-10 years 46
10-20 years 14
20-30 years 4
Above 30 years 1
Additional assignment Paid 24
Unpaid paid 48
Both 19
None 8

Employee wellbeing (T2)

With nine items and a Likert scale with five possible

outcomes, the Zheng et al. (33) scale (¢ = 0.97)
was used to assess the wellbeing of the workforce.
Point 1 represents a strongly disagree, whereas Point

think
willing to give and share my time with others” is an

5 represents a strongly agree. “People I'm

example item.

Core self-evaluation (T1)

Employees’ core self-evaluation is measured by using 12
items scale (@ = 0.80) developed by Judge, Erez, Bono, and
Thoresen (58) on a Likert scale of 5 points ranging from 1 to 5.
Strongly disagree is represented by point 1, and strongly agree by
point 5. For instance, “When I fail, I sometimes feel worthless.”
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Control variables

The study controlled for participant gender (coded 1 = male
and 2 = female), age (in years), and tenure (in years) with the
leader as prior studies, e.g., Schwepker et al. (9) suggested that
these characteristics can confound with exposure to workplace
embitterment and employee wellbeing.

Analysis

First, the missing data and outliers are checked and removed
using SPSS 24.0 as such cases are potential threats to normal
data distribution. Second, the measurement model requirements
such as confirmatory factor analysis of all constructs are
investigated using AMOS 24.0. Then, the reliability and validity
detail investigation is done by measuring composite reliability
and convergent and divergent validity of the measurement
model. Hair et al. (59) suggested that the construct-related
standardised weights calculated the average variance scores.
Third, common method bias, also a serious concern of the
study, is investigated using Harman’s single factor score, wherein
all items (measuring unobserved variables) stay loaded into
one common measure. The overall variance for one (single)
factor must be lower than 50%, and if the overall variance is
lower than 50%, it is an indication that common method bias
would not affect the data and the results (56). Next, descriptive
statistics, correlation analysis, and Cronbach alphas of all
constructs are estimated using SPSS 24.0. Lastly, hypotheses
testing is completed on Hayes Process Macro (2017) using a bias
confidence interval.

Results

Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics, including mean
and standard deviation and associations between the study
constructs. According to correlation coefficients listed in Table 4,
ethical leadership behavior is strongly and negatively related to
workplace embitterment (r = —0.454, p = 0.01). Employees
who believe their leaders to be morally upright report less
embitterment at work. WPE and employee wellbeing are
strongly and adversely correlated (r = —0.759, p = 0.01). Thus,

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations of study variables.

Variable CR AVE Mean
1. Leaders ethical behaviors 0.85 0.51 2.54
2. Workplace embitterment 0.96 0.87 3.16
3. Employee wellbeing 0.97 0.92 2.65
4. Core self-evaluation 0.83 0.58 2.89

10.3389/fpubh.2022.974642

perceived workplace embitterment significantly and negatively
influences employees’ wellbeing. Moreover, all correlations were
significant and associated at a moderate level, indicating no
multicollinearity issue (60). This gave the premise for further
testing of study hypotheses.

Measurement model

The validity of each study construct is estimated using
confirmatory factor analysis. This study’s constructs comprise
many item scales (e.g., workplace embitterment 19 items).
So, the item parcelling approach is adopted to avoid the
problem of model under-identification. Due to items
parcelling, a small number of parameters fetches stable
scales, trivial standard errors, and a better model fit (61).
The items allotted to every parcel were averaged. Thus,
a minimum of 3 parcels are formed for every construct
of the study: the leaders ethical behaviors, workplace
embitterment, employee wellbeing and core self-evaluation.
The CFA results show that all variables are independent
of each other. Chi-square (x2) = 280.261, x2 / degrees
of freedom (df) = 2.860, p < 0.000, comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0.968, [Tucker - Lewis index (TLI)] = 0.961, The
goodness of fit index (GFI) = 0.918, root-mean-square error
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.06, and standardised root means
residual (SRMR) = 0.043. All values are within acceptable
ranges (62).

Moreover, Cronbach’s alpha (0.76-0.98) and composite
reliability (CR) values (0.803-0.97) are all above the threshold
of 0.70; and AVE values (0.51-0.921) are all comfortably above
the threshold of 0.50. The measurement model’s convergent
validity is guaranteed by the alpha, composite reliability, and
average variance extracted values (see Table 4). The value of each
variable’s square root should be over the various inter-construct
correlations, according to Fornell and Larcker’s (63) criterion,
which is used to assess discriminant validity. On the diagonals of
Table 4, the square root of the AVE of each observable variable
is given. On in-depth examination of those figures, the square
root of the AVE of each variable is shown to have the highest
connexion with other variables of each given variable. Thus, it
confirmed the discriminant validity.

SD 1 2 3 4
0.52 0.708

1.12 —0.454 0.933

1.08 0.378 —0.759 0.959

0.57 —0.249 —0.303 0.157 0.762

CR, Composite reliability; AVE, Average variance extracted; p < 0.01. Bold values indicate the square root of every construct AVE to determine discriminant validity.
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Due to the limitations of the testing of one Harman feature,
Podsakoff et al. (64), the mensuration model is tested with and
while not a common latent factor (CLF) to evaluate the extent
to that common method bias (CMB) may be a major data
issue. A common latent factor may be a hidden feature within
the mensuration model that features a direct relationship with
the models’ all variables (constructs). A different mensuration
model is run, containing a common latent factor with direct
paths to any or all indicators of all constructs of the mensuration
model. CLF variance is restricted to 1 [as cited in (65)]. CLF
measurement model fit values (X2 =279.729, p < 0.01; X2 / DF
=2.741; RMSEA = 0.061; SRMR 0.0470; NFI is 0.92; GFI is 0.89;
TLI is 0.94; CFI is 0.95) reported a good model fit.

Common method bias

The difference of standardised regression weights of the
measurement model without CLF and with CLF is calculated
to cheque the degree of CMB, and none of the individual
differences is >0.2, which reported that CMB threat is not
found in the data (65). Moreover, the explained variance by the
common factor method is only 4%, far from the threshold value
is 25% [as cited in (53)].

Hypotheses testing

The study’s hypotheses are tested using Hayes’ (66) process
macro for SPSS, and the findings are shown in Table 5.
These results indicate the existence of a significant relationship
between studied variables, and almost all results are aligned
with findings in the literature. First, we examined the direct
relationships, and then the indirect (mediation) relationships
were examined. The outline of the results is shown in Figure 2.

TABLE 5 Mediation model’s path coefficients and indirect effects.

Structural path B SE
LEB-EWB 0.1011 0.0793
LEB-WPE —1.0224* 0.0956
WPE-EWB —0.6673* 0.0367
LEB-WPE-EWB 0.6924* 0.0696
Total effect 0.7935 0.0952
Control variables B
Age 0.058
Gender 0.187
Tenure with current leader 0.037

N =398, *p < 0.0L.
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Direct relationships

The estimation of the study relationships is shown in
Figure 2. According to hypothesis 1, ethical behavior on the part
of leaders is negatively correlated with workplace embitterment,
and according to hypothesis 2, WPE and employee wellbeing
are negatively correlated. The results also show that ethical
behaviors in leaders (8 = - 1.024, p < 0.01) is significantly
negatively related to WPE, in support of H1 and WPE (8 =
- 0.667, p < 0.01) negatively related to employee wellbeing, in
support of H2.

Indirect relationships (testing of
mediation and moderation)

Mediation (indirect relationship) between predicting
and outcome variables exist when with any change in
predicting variable, the mediating variable also changes, which
subsequently affects the outcome variable (59). Hypothesis 3
proposes that employee perception of WPE can mediate the
association between LEBs and employee wellbeing.

Hayes’ (66) macro process results measuring the indirect
relationship (mediation) between LEBs and employees’
wellbeing are given in Table 5. According to the findings, there
is a significant indirect impact of LEBs (through WPE) on
employee wellbeing [= 0.6924, p = 0.001, 95% CI (0.5560,
0.8372)]. Furthermore, the analysis of bias-corrected bootstrap
exposes that the 95% confidence interval (CI) mentioned above
excludes 0 for the mediating effect of workplace embitterment,
supporting H3. Variance accounted for (VAF), which cheques
the partial or full mediation effect. VAF is a ratio of indirect
effect to total effect (total effect = indirect effect + direct effect).
The value of VAF for WPE in the leaders ethical behaviors and

P-value 95% CI
Lower limit Upper limit
0.2031 —0.0548 0.257
0.000 —-1.2014 —0.8343
0.000 —0.7494 —0.6051
0.000 0.5597 0.8335
0.000 0.6064 0.9807
SE P-value
0.063 0353
0.109 0.09
0.076 0.627
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Core self-
evaluation
1.06
$ i
Leaders’ Ethical Workplace > Employee
Behaviors Embitterment well being
FIGURE 2
Structural model with path estimates.
TABLE 6 Regression results for the conditional indirect effect.
Structural path g SE 95% CI
Lower limit Upper limit
LEB-WPE —4.1665%* 0.4017 —4.9563 —3.367
LEB-EWB 0.1011 0.0793 —0.0548 0.2570
CSE-WPE —3.3274** 0.3629 —4.0408 —2.1639
ELS * CSE-WPE 1.0616** 0.1381 0.7900 1.331
Index of moderated mediation
CSE as moderator —0.719* 0.0947 —0.909 —0.5307
Conditions of the moderator Indirect effect Standard error 95% CI
Low (M-1SD) 1.0844 0.0906 0.913 1.2714
Medium (M+0SD) 0.7294 0.07 0.5893 0.8653
High (M+1SD) 0.3654 0.0779 0.2084, 0.5174

“p < 0.05;*p <0.01.

employee wellbeing relationship is 0.87 (87%), indicating full
mediation (67). Moreover, the model direct effects revealed
that ethical leadership (8 = 0.1011, 95% CI (—0.0367, 0.1694)]
is not significant and which also indicates that WPE fully
mediates the relationship between leader’s ethical behaviors,
such as being fair, truthful, delegating power, people orientation,
clarifying the roles to followers, and guiding them ethically, and
employee wellbeing.

Testing of moderated mediation

According to Hypothesis 4, employee core self-evaluation
moderates the negative association between leaders’ ethical
behaviors and workplace embitterment, making it lesser in the
presence of high core self-evaluation and stronger if employees
gave their CSE a lower rating. The findings of this hypothesis
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analysis are presented in Table 6, which uses Hayes’ (66) process
macro moderated mediated model, also known as model 7.

The upper parts of Table 6 contain the coeflicient of the
moderation effect of CSE on the negative link between LEBs and
workplace embitterment, which indicates that the interaction
term resulted by multiplying CSE and leaders’ ethical behaviors
(leadership; B = 1.0616, p < 0.01), is significant.

Next, we perform a basic slope analysis (66). First, we
looked at how employee core self-evaluation and leaders’
ethical behaviors (leadership) interacted to affect workplace
embitterment. The moderated mediation index [index =
0.719, SE = 0.0947, CI (—0.9090, —0.5307)] is significant.
Additionally, conditional indirect effects are seen in Table 6’
lower sections at various points, with one minus SD and
one plus SD. The results show that the mediated model
for leaders’ ethical behaviors (IV) is significant when
employee core self-evaluation is high (i.e., one standard
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FIGURE 3
Regression results for the conditional indirect effect.

deviation above the mean). The conditional indirect effect
is = 0.3654, SE is 0.0779, and the confidence interval is
(0.2084, 0.5174).

When employee core self-evaluation is low (i.e., 1 standard
deviation below the mean), the mediated model for leaders’
ethical behaviors (leadership) is significant. The conditional
1.0844, SE = 0.0906, CI (0.9130,
1.2714). Overall, the pattern shown in Figure 2 supports H4.

indirect effect is =

That is, leaders’ low ethical behaviors are linked to lower
employee wellbeing through intensified employee emotion, i.e.,
workplace embitterment, but only when employee core self-
evaluation is low (see Figure 3). Likewise, when employees
have a higher perception of their core self-evaluation, low
leaders’ ethical behaviors are related to improved or stable
wellbeing through the decreased effect of negative emotion
of employee, i.e., workplace embitterment (i.e., swapping of
ethical leadership).

Discussion

This study focused on the research question of how leaders’
ethical behaviors mend employees’ wellbeing by precluding
employees’ negative emotions at work. Numerous studies on
leaders’ ethical behaviors (ethical leadership) demonstrated that
LEBs affect employees’ behaviors and outcomes (20, 49, 55).
Employees perceive their leaders’ behaviors as ethical due to
the features of being supported by leaders, being treated fairly
and justice, and sharing the powers. Therefore, they experience
fewer negative events and negative emotions, which foster
their wellbeing.
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Research results

This
(workplace embitterment) as a mediation mechanism in

study proposed negative workplace emotion
leader’s ethical behaviors and employee wellbeing relationships
based on affective events theory in the context of Ahmad and
Kaleem’s study concluded that discuss the positive link between
leaders’ ethical behaviors and employees’ wellbeing (55). Due
to the unpleasant affective experiences (embitterment) at work,
leaders’ unfair and unethical activities were observed to have
an adverse effect on employee wellbeing in the study context (a
collectivist culture) where individuals feel obligated to favour
their close ones (55). The study’s findings are based on the
data gathered from Pakistan’s public universities’ faculties.
Primarily, it was found that LEBs will help in preventing
negative experiences and emotions in the workplace, which
will nourish employees’ wellbeing. Furthermore, this study
investigates WPE as a mediation mechanism in leaders’ ethical
behaviors and employee wellbeing relationships and found a
fully mediating role. Mainly, it catechises the role of leaders’
(un)ethical behaviors in cropping followers’ emotional reactions
to employee wellbeing (5, 20, 55). The study derives leaders’
ethical behaviors enhance followers’ wellbeing by minimising
the chances of emergence of negative emotion in leader-follower
daily interactions.

Generally, noting the dearth of an investigation into the
influence of leaders’ ethical behavior on inducing emotional
reactions, this study validates the hypothesis that leaders’
ethical behaviors can restrain workplace embitterment. Leaders’
ethical behaviors are negatively associated with workplace
embitterment, whether in the shape of PTSD, bullying, or
stress disorder, in line with the literature [e.g., (19, 20, 44,
45)]. Moreover, the study’s results also divulge that employee
wellbeing is smashed due to workplace embitterment, consistent
with prior studies (2, 7, 19, 47, 48, 68, 69). An interesting finding
of this study is demonstrating how a leader’s ethical behaviors
play an influential role in eluding negative emotions within the
work and nourishing employee wellbeing, which is imperative
for every organisation.

This study also investigates a catalyst that can swap the effect
of low leaders’ ethical behaviors in the organisation (16, 55).
Followers’ CSE is a moderator in the study relationship, which
has a dual impact. On one side, it makes followers independent
of leaders; on the other, it maintains followers’ wellbeing by
breaking down the impacts of leaders low ethical behaviors
on WPE (20). Employees with high CSE always do things
better due to their abilities and perception of control over the
changing situation (54). Research on employees with high CSE
has suggested that these employees possess the flexibility and
competence to deal with situational challenges (54). Therefore,
employees with high CSE have greater social and personal self-
efficacy and locus of control in slashing the effects of negative
work events.
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This study expands the scope of appraisal theories of
emotions by elucidating leaders’ ethical behaviors as a stimulant
of employee wellbeing by controlling WPE. Moreover, this study
also implies that workplace embitterment mediates the link
between a leader’s ethical behaviors and employees’ wellbeing, as
suggested by numerous researchers (20, 50, 68-70). It is alluring
that employees with high core self-evaluation are likelier to be
independent of leaders™ ethical behaviors and potentially swap
the low leader’s ethical behaviors.

Theoretical contributions

This study has valued and is worth citing strengths. First
and foremost, this study is significant because it adds to the
literature on employee wellbeing and employee emotions by
organisational (leaders’ behaviors) aspect as well as follower
traits, such as core self-evaluation. Explicitly, there is a paucity
of literature on workplace embitterment, particularly in terms
of leader behaviors and followers” emotional experiences during
the leadership process. The purpose of this study is to
see how leaders’ ethical behaviors, as a contextual variable,
affect employee wellbeing by restraining negative emotion,
i.e,, workplace embitterment, from the AET perspective. The
study underlines the importance of leaders’ ethical behavior
in developing countries, as well as a collectivist culture,
in encouraging employee wellbeing by preventing workplace
embitterment. It aids in seeing the logical link between a leader’s
ethical behaviors and unfavourable employee emotions, such
as workplace embitterment. Therefore, from the perspective of
AET, this study confirms that workplace embitterment which is
a negative emotion serves as a mediating mechanism by which
leaders” ethical behaviors affect employees’ wellbeing. It also
affirms the significance of leaders’ ethical behaviors in managing
negative emotions and promoting employee wellbeing.

The second strength of the study is the exhaustive
examination of leaders’ ethical behaviors to embitterment and
employee wellbeing relationships from a different theoretical
perspective. Unlike other studies in the literature based on social
exchange, ethical leadership, and social learning theories, this
study is based on appraisal theories of emotions.

Finally, concerning the limited literature on the handling
of workplace negative emotions, i.e., embitterment, this study
adds to the knowledge by suggesting follower traits, such
as CSE, as an alternative to prevent or reduce workplace
embitterment and improve employee wellbeing. This study
also contributes to a growing area of research concerned
with emotional management in the workplace where low
leader’s ethical behavior (ineffective leadership) is dominating
and effective leadership is ignored by examining the role of
employee’s characteristics, such as core self-evaluation, which
may mitigate the effect of ineffective leadership. Thus, the
findings of this study emphasise the effectiveness of followers’
core self-evaluation trait in managing their emotions when
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leaders practice low ethical behaviors, and such practices are
prevalent. Thus, its findings suggest that followers CSE swap
leaders’ ethical behaviors as an alternative mechanism to foster
employee wellbeing.

Practical implications

First and foremost, several studies in the literature

demonstrated that leaders’ ethical behaviors and ethical
leadership are one of the significant factors affecting
employees’ imperative behaviors and wellbeing positively
(28-30, 69, 70). This study considered the affective perspective,
which potentially affects the relationship between leaders’
ethical behaviors and employees’ wellbeing. Our study
findings confirmed that leaders’ ethical behaviors nourish
employees’ wellbeing by avoiding the emergence of negative
emotion, i.e., workplace embitterment. So, this study provides
an opportunity for the management to understand the
vitality of leaders’ ethical behaviors in averting employees
from being embittered and taming wellbeing. Hence, it
provides a baseline for longitudinal tracking of changes
in leaders’ behaviors, such as developing transparent or
ethical work culture and training programs for leaders
to be ethical, constituting clear ethical guidelines, and
practicing by leaders who impel followers' emotions
and behaviors.

Second, our study findings confirmed the eminence
of leaders’ ethical behaviors to develop positive behaviors
and prevent negative emotions. Mostly, organizations in
the contemporary business world prefer competence and
performance while selecting leaders owing to high competition
and uncertainties in the market. However, less consideration is
given to morality and ethical attributes to leaders in a unique
position to influence their followers. Therefore, this study
guides organizations to ensure that the right person is hired or
promoted as a leader or manager that can behave ethically and
maintain an ethical work environment.

Finally, though its hard to ensure that our leaders
behave ethically, this accentuates some alternatives that can
substitute leaders’ ethical behaviors or reduce dependency
on leaders. Literature on leaders’ ethical behaviors explains
attributes that make leaders either unnecessary or less
[e.g, (20)].
supported that followers attributes, such as CSE, can

dependent on leaders Our study findings
moderate the link between leaders’ ethical behaviors and
followers’ negative emotions, i.e., workplace embitterment,
and can swap leaders’ ethical behaviors. Therefore, leaders’
organizations should pay attention to the personality
attributes of employees during the selection process. They
should prefer employees who rate higher on core self-
evaluation attributes. Simultaneously, organizations should

continually make efforts to raise their core self-evaluation

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.974642
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org

Saleem et al.

attribute through training programs, feedback, reward

system, etc.

Limitations and novel future directions

The first limitation is common method variance (CMV)
occurrence since employees provided ratings of leaders’ ethical
behaviors, workplace embitterment, employee wellbeing, and
core self-evaluation. However, to abolish CMV and to obtain
more worthwhile results, data should be collected in dyadic
(56). Data collected in dyadic provides information closer
to reality as dyadic data collection is free of personal over
or under estimations. Second, this research work adopts a
study design based on time interval, which is better than the
cross-sectional study design. However, it’s less accessible than
experimental and longitudinal research designs. Future research
can use such designs to formalise the cause as these study
designs are viable and provide the opportunity to highlight some
potential exceptional.

Third, this study has found that followers CSE is a
moderator between leaders’ ethical behaviors and WPE. Other
personality traits such as emotional stability and general self-
efficacy may be examined as a swap of leaders’ ethical behaviors
(71, 72). Finally, the study is context specific and conducted
in one country, Pakistan; study results may vary in different
countries as LEB practice may be more prominent in the
individualistic culture where people behave rationally than
emotionally, and the chance of being unfair, dealing with
inhumation is low (55). Yet without formal cultural testing
features, this estimate is very speculative, so we recommend
further research explicitly examining culture’s role in the
observed relationship.

Conclusion

The relationship between leaders’ ethical behaviors and
employees’ wellbeing has been examined widely, but most
studies examine positive and relational aspects. Stunningly,
limited studies have examined the affective perspective. Based
on appraisal theories of emotions, the study results suggest
that followers’ workplace embitterment completely mediates the
relationship between leaders’ ethical behaviors and employees’
wellbeing. Moreover, followers' perceptions of high core
self-evaluation can moderate the observed relationship and may
swap leaders’ ethical behaviors. However, this study validates
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