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a b s t r a c t
Ethical leadership predicts important organizational outcomes such as decreased deviant and
increased organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). We argued that due to the distinct nature
of these two types of employee behaviors, ethical leadership decreases deviance in a linear
manner (i.e., more ethical leadership leading to less deviance), but we expected ethical
leadership to reveal a curvilinear relationship with respect to OCB. Specifically, we expected
that, at lower levels, ethical leadership promotes OCB. However, at high levels, ethical
leadership should lead to a decrease in these behaviors. We also examined a mechanism that
explains this curvilinear pattern, that is, followers' perceptions of moral reproach. Our
predictions were supported in three organizational field studies and an experiment. These
findings offer a better understanding of the processes that underlie the workings of ethical
leadership. They also imply a dilemma for organizations in which they face the choice between
limiting deviant employee behavior and promoting OCB.
© 2013 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Recent ethical failures within organizations such as fraud and corruption highlight the need for ethical leadership. Ethical
leadership focuses on leaders as guardians and communicators of ethical standards. Even though there are multiple accounts on
ethical leadership, a number of studies have drawn upon Brown and colleagues' (2005) conception of ethical leadership as: “the
demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion
of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (p. 120). This definition
clarifies that ethical leaders act as role models for employees with regard to following procedures or ethical regulations, but they
also actively encourage employees to behave in an ethical manner through reward and punishment systems (cf. Treviño,
Hartman, & Brown, 2000). These leaders feel obligated to moral and legal rules (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). Although the
scientific literature on ethical leadership is relatively new (e.g. Brown, Treviño, and Harrison, 2005; Gini, 1998), scholars have
already provided some clear-cut evidence showing that ethical leaders can reduce deviant employee behaviors and promote
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB; Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, &
Salvador, 2009; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009).
In the present paper, we develop and test an argument regarding unintended and undesirable consequences of ethical
leadership for important organizational variables. Specifically, we distinguish between consequences of ethical leadership with
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regard to prohibitions, that is, limiting undesired, deviant behavior from consequences with regard to prescriptions, that is, the
encouragement of OCB that is intended to actively support the collective (cf. Smith, Organ, & Near, 1983; Tyler & Blader, 2003).
We will argue that due to the distinct nature of these two types of employee behaviors, ethical leadership decreases deviance in a
linear manner (i.e., more ethical leadership leading to less deviance), but we expect ethical leadership to reveal a curvilinear
relationship with OCB. Specifically, at lower levels, ethical leadership should promote OCB. However, at high levels, ethical
leadership arguably leads to a decrease in these behaviors. Moreover, we also examine the mechanism that we argue to underlie
this relation. That is, we propose that followers' perceptions of moral reproach explain the curvilinear relationship of ethical
leadership with follower OCB. In other words, we argue that followers perceive leaders who act in highly ethical ways as looking
down upon their morality and consider them not being sufficiently moral, which would undermine their motivation to engage in
OCB. Similarly though, followers will perceive leaders who don't care about displaying ethical behavior also as looking down upon
their morality given that these followers might perceive such leaders as frowning upon their own moral behavior. Hence,
followers will also perceive low ethical leaders to morally reproach them because these leaders do not care for morality.
Our research adds to the emerging literature on ethical leadership in at least three ways. First, the behavioral ethics literature
often focuses on voluntary positive contributions to the organization and not harming the organization as outcome variables. It
operationalizes these concepts usually as OCB and deviance, respectively (Mayer et al., 2009, 2012). Yet, prior work has mostly
focused on beneficial aspects of ethical leadership in promoting OCB and in decreasing deviance (Mayer et al., 2009, 2012;
Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). In contrast to these findings, we examine effects of ethical leadership that are potentially
unintended and may have less desirable consequences for organizations and their members. Second, we intend to show that
research on ethical leadership should distinguish not harming the organization, such as by refraining from antisocial, unethical
behavior as an outcome of ethical leadership, from voluntary extra-role behaviors that actually support the organization, such as
OCB. OCB denotes voluntary behaviors as diverse as defending or promoting the organization, helping co-workers, and
performing one's tasks beyond the call of duty (e.g. Organ, 1988). Third, we will investigate a previously unidentified mechanism
that explains why ethical leadership influences employee OCB, that is, employees' perceptions of moral reproach. That is, we
examine whether highly ethical but also highly unethical leaders are perceived as looking down upon or judging people's moral
values which would explain the effect on OCB (cf. Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008). Fourth, in order to be able to generalize our
findings to multiple countries, we will test our ideas in different populations (i.e., Europe and the US) using different
methodologies (experimental, single and multi-source field research).
2. Ethical leadership
Even though ethical behavior is the shared responsibility of the complete collection of organizational stakeholders, it is clear
that many initiatives rely heavily on management and hence are dependent on leaders' concern for moral issues. In other words,
at the root of many organizational processes stand leaders whose values and interests shape the extent to which they incorporate
ethics in their decisions. Gini (1998) described ethical leaders as leaders who use their social power in their decisions, their own
actions, and their influence on others in such a way that they act in the best interest of followers and don't enact harm upon them
by respecting the rights of all parties (see also Kanungo, 2001). Riggio, Zhu, Reina, and Maroosis (2010) focused on “cardinal
virtues” to describe the motivations behind leaders' ethical behavior. Yet, rather than focusing on the intent or motivation of
ethical leaders, most research on ethical leadership draws on Brown et al.'s (2005) work that defined ethical leadership in terms
of behavior.
The literature on ethical leadership is not the first to highlight the importance of ethics for organizational leaders. Influential
literatures such as those on transformational (Bass, 1999) and authentic leadership (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, &
Peterson, 2008) have already implied a focus on the importance of ethics. However, ethical leadership can be distinguished from
authentic leadership as authentic leaders tend to focus on self-awareness and relational transparency rather than mere ethical
behavior (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Ethical leadership also differs from transformational leadership, particularly with regard to the
underlying process. That is, ethical leadership contains an important transactional component through which ethical leaders focus
on communicating and encouraging ethical conduct rather than being a role model only (Brown et al., 2005). In other words,
because of this transactional aspect compliance to ethical standards is expected and discipline and consequences are used for
ethical lapses (Treviño, Brown, & Hartman, 2003).
The process through which ethical leaders influence employees is commonly explained in reference to social learning theory
(Brown et al., 2005; Mayer et al., 2009; see Bandura, 1986, for an extensive formulation of social learning theory). This theory
argues that people learn specific behaviors by observing a person who is perceived as legitimate in his/her actions. Here, followers
observe leaders and take their behavior as a reference. Also in line with social learning theory, ethical leaders hold employees
accountable for ethical behavior (Gini, 1998; Treviño et al., 2003). To meet these ethical expectations, in terms of social learning
theory, ethical leaders ensure that employees meet ethical expectations not only by functioning as a role model but also by using
positive and negative reinforcement. Hence, ethical leaders encourage people to follow rules as mandatory, thus limiting
undesirable deviant behaviors (Mayer et al., 2009). Deviance is defined as “voluntary behavior that violates significant
organizational norms and, in so doing, threatens the well-being of the organization or its members, or both” (Bennett & Robinson,
2000, p. 349). Given that ethical leaders wish to discourage and negatively reinforce undesirable behavior, we expect that ethical
leadership will be negatively related to employees' deviant behavior.
Hypothesis 1. Ethical leadership is negatively related to employees' deviant behavior.
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3. Unintended effects of ethical leadership
Many ethical behaviors that are also critical to the long-term functioning of groups and organizations are voluntary in nature.
For instance, prosocial behaviors such as OCB have a strong ethical component (Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009). These
behaviors are particularly important to organizations because they allow for flexibility in adapting to challenges faced by the
organization to which normative expectations and rules have not yet adapted. Thus, understanding how to motivate OCB is an
important challenge for leaders. Consistent with prior work (e.g. Mayer et al., 2009, 2012), we expect that ethical leaders are
likely to promote these types of behaviors by their functioning as role models.
In line with social learning theory (Bandura, 1986), we expect employees to feel obliged to comply with the required ethical
standards, particularly because ethical leadership also implies reinforcing such desired, minimum level behaviors as it is part of
their daily duties (i.e. reduced levels of deviance). Yet, at the same time people may feel that leaders high in ethical standards and
behavior are ethically unreachable. Employees may consider that “their own morality pales” in comparison to the leaders' ethical
behavior (cf. Monin et al., 2008, p. 13). In fact, employees may perceive ethical leaders to evaluate the legitimacy of their values
and call into question their attitudes and behavior (cf. Minson & Monin, 2012).
Such feelings of being questioned in one's morality and being looked down upon is often seen as insulting and arrogant (Sabini
& Silver, 1982), which can result in the letting go of desirable behavior that is seen as voluntary and goes beyond daily tasks, such
as OCB (e.g. Rollins & Thomas, 1979). As employees might perceive that high ethical leaders evaluate the legitimacy of their
values, this is expected to undermine OCB. That is, ethical leadership often can be perceived as a social exchange relationship
(Mayer et al., 2009) in which both leaders and followers aim to balance costs and benefits (Homans, 1961). Social exchange
theory states that employees who feel supported by their organization respond to the experienced support with increased
organizational commitment (Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli, 2001). Yet, if ethical leaders are perceived as judging employees'
values employees are motivated to restore the balance by refraining from behavior beyond the call of duty, that is, decreased OCB.
Because we expect this especially will be the case at low and high levels of ethical leadership, the relation between ethical
leadership and OCB is expected to show a curvilinear (rather than a linear) pattern. This leads to the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2. Ethical leadership has a negative curvilinear relationship (inverted U-shape) with organizational citizenship
behavior (OCB).
Above we argued that employees might perceive that ethical leaders judge their values as they cannot keep up with the
leaders' values. As such, we argue that followers are likely to perceive the leader who is high in ethical behavior, even when it
originates from the best of intentions, as looking down upon their own values (Calhoun, 1989). Employees may perceive such
moral reproach and feel that the leader considers them to be morally unequal (Minson & Monin, 2012). Following from this, we
argue that employees will perceive highly ethical leaders as evaluating their morality and perceive high ethical leaders to morally
reproach their values more than moderate ethical leaders.
Similar to high ethical leaders, followers may also perceive low ethical leaders to judge their values as followers. That is, in
terms of low ethical leadership, employees might feel that this leader does not act in an ethical fashion and thus think the leader
looks down on them and trusts their ethicality less. When ethical leadership is low employees feel less satisfied and committed
(Brown et al., 2005) and part of it might be because the leader might make you think the (s)he would look down on you in terms
of ethics. This might signal to employees that low ethical leaders consider employees' moral principles irrelevant. As such, like
high ethical leaders, followers can be expected to perceive low ethical leaders to look down upon their values relative to moderate
ethical leaders. Therefore, we hypothesize:
Hypothesis 3. High and low ethical leaders will be perceived as more morally reproachful than moderate ethical leaders.
Moreover, given that we expect a curvilinear relationship between ethical leadership, perceptions of moral reproach and OCB,
we subsequently examine whether perceptions of moral reproach underlies the curvilinear relation with OCB.
Hypothesis 4. The curvilinear relationship of ethical leadership with organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) will be explained
by perceptions of moral reproach.

4. Overview of the studies
We tested our hypotheses in four studies: three field studies and one experimental study. In order to generalize our findings
independent of a specific measurement of OCB, we used different OCB measures in Study 1/3, Study 2, and Study 4. Studies 1–3
are field studies and one of the most important challenges in these studies is to ensure that the observed relationships between
variables result from meaningful covariation rather than from common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff,
2003). We took two different measures to limit this bias. In Study 1, we focused on OCB, and collected data from employees as
well as their co-workers, thus relying on distinct data sources. In Study 2, we separated the measurement of our dependent and
independent variables in time in order to reduce the likelihood of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In this study, we
again tested for the curvilinear effect of ethical leadership on employee OCB (Hypothesis 2) and this time we also measured
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employee deviance directed at the organization (Hypothesis 1). In Study 3, we again relied on a multisource design to test the
relationship between ethical leadership and employee's deviance (Hypothesis 1) and OCB (Hypothesis 2). Moreover, here we also
focused on supervisor-directed deviance in addition to organizational deviance in order to be able to generalize to different types
of deviance. As such, our findings are not limited to one specific measurement of deviance.
Studies 1–3 are field studies that allow us to generalize our findings to organizational contexts. In Study 4, we used an
experimental procedure to test our hypothesis regarding deviance (Hypothesis 1) and to examine whether ethical leaders are
being perceived to morally reproach people's values (Hypothesis 3) and to decrease OCB (Hypothesis 2). This allows us to detect
the mechanism of unintended effects of ethical leadership (Hypothesis 4). An experimental approach also suggests the causal
path that a specific relationship takes such as in this case how ethical leaders influence people's perceptions of moral reproach as
well as OCB and deviance.
Finally, in order to be able to increase possible generalization of our findings we used a multi-country approach for the
different studies. We used samples from Belgium, the Netherlands, and the US.
5. Study 1
In Study 1 we specifically focused on examining the possibility of a curvilinear relationship between ethical leadership and
employee OCB. In order to reduce common-method and self-presentation concerns, this study used a multi-source design. Focal
employees indicated their supervisor's ethical leadership and co-workers indicated the focal employee's OCB.
5.1. Method
5.1.1. Participants and procedure
A total of 280 individuals—140 focal employees and their matched co-workers—participated in the study as part of a snowball
sampling procedure (response rate: 40%; see e.g., Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997; Van Dijke, De Cremer,
Mayer, & van Quaquebeke, 2012 for similar procedures). Researchers send out email invitations to employees and requested their
participation. Focal employees were instructed to visit a website to complete a survey and to send an electronic survey link to a
co-worker familiar with their work. Respondents were assured that their responses would remain confidential. We took a
number of steps to ensure that the surveys were completed by the correct sources. First, in introducing the study, we told the
employees that it was essential for the focal employees and co-worker respondents to fill out the correct surveys. Second, when
participants submitted their on-line surveys, time stamps and IP addresses were recorded to ensure that the surveys were
submitted at different times and with different IP addresses. We found no irregularities in the responses.
Participants were from a variety of different organizations in Flanders (Belgium). The focal employees were 55% male. The
mean age was 39.23 years (SD = 10.32). Thirty-four percent had graduated only from high school, and 66% had a college degree.
The respondents worked, on average, for 8.30 years in their current job (SD = 8.37).
The co-workers were 44% male and averaged 38.53 (SD = 10.73) years of age. Thirty-five percent had graduated only from
high school, and 65% had a college degree. The respondents worked, on average, for 8.39 years in their current job (SD = 8.47).
5.1.2. Measures
All items employed the same five-point rating scale format (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).
5.1.2.1. Ethical leadership. We assessed ethical leadership by asking focal employees to respond to the 10-item scale constructed
and validated by Brown et al. (2005). Sample items are “My manager disciplines employees who violate ethical standards” and
“My manager sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics” (Cronbach's α = .91).
5.1.2.2. OCB. Co-workers indicated the focal employee's OCB with Lee and Allen's (2002) eight-item OCB scale. Sample items are:
this employee “willingly gives up his/her time to help others who have work-related problems” and “gives up time to help others
who have work or nonwork problems” Cronbach's α = .85).
5.1.3. Analyses
In order to test our hypotheses regarding the curvilinear effects of ethical leadership we calculated the square of ethical
leadership. Regressing control variables and ethical leadership in step 1 and the squared ethical leadership variable in step 2
allows for examining the curvilinear relationship. We tested whether the squared variable of ethical leadership explains
significant variance in the dependent variable beyond the variance explained by the linear term this provides evidence for the
curvilinear relationship (Cohen, Cohen, Aiken, & West, 2002). Furthermore, we calculated the inflection point—a maximum or a
minimum depending on the shape of the curve—of the curvilinear pattern.1
1
Following from the curvilinear equation: ∈ (y) = ax2 + bx + c. The inﬂection point (maximum or minimum) of the graph can be calculated (x) as follows:
x ¼ −b
2a .
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5.2. Results
5.2.1. Measurement model
Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted CFAs to test our measurement model at the item level to determine whether
scale items adequately indicate their intended underlying constructs (Anderson & Gerbing, 1998; Bandalos & Finney, 2001). The
initial measurement model had two latent factors and 18 indicators (i.e., ethical leadership and OCB). We estimated a model with
two latent variables (ethical leadership and OCB) as well as a one-factor model in which all items loaded onto one factor. We also
fitted a three-factor model, which included the two latent variables together with a common method factor that was uncorrelated
to the theoretically derived factors (cf. Podsakoff et al., 2003). To judge the goodness of fit of the measurement model, we relied
on the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA, Steiger, 1990), the comparative fit index (CFI, Bentler, 1990), and the
parsimony adjusted comparative fit index PCFI; Mulaik et al., 1989).
The two-factor model fitted the data quite well (χ2(136) = 249.57, RMSEA = .079 (90% CI = .063–.094), CFI = .93, PCFI = .83).
The fit of the one-factor model was clearly insufficient (χ2(136) = 861.18, RMSEA = .199 (90% CI = .187–.212), CFI = .54,
PCFI = .48). The three-factor model also fitted the data well (χ2(118) = 170.24, RMSEA = .057 (90% CI = .037–.076),
CFI = .97, PCFI = .75). CFI and RMSEA suggest a slightly better fit for the three-factor model. However, PCFI (i.e., which
explicitly corrects for model complexity) is clearly lower for the three- than the two-factor model. Hence, common method
error does not appear to play a significant role in our data. Furthermore, the fact that our main hypothesis regards a
multiplicative effect (which is not affected by common method error; Evans, 1985) further increases our confidence that we
can validly interpret the findings from these data.
5.2.2. Hypothesis test
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations. Table 2 shows the regression results. In line with our
expectations, the squared ethical leadership term explained variance in addition to the linear ethical leadership term for OCB
(β = − 1.73, p b .05; Fig. 1). More specifically, the relationship of OCB with ethical leadership showed an inverted-U shape,
indicating that at low levels ethical leadership had a positive relation with OCB, but at high levels of ethical leadership OCB
decreased (with a maximum at ethical leadership = 4.07)2. This finding supports Hypothesis 2.
5.3. Discussion
In a multi-source field study, results showed that ethical leadership has a curvilinear relationship with OCB. Hence, even
though OCB increased at low to moderate levels it declined after the inflection point at high levels of ethical leadership. This
provided some first evidence for our hypotheses.
6. Study 2
Study 2 aimed to replicate and extend the results of Study 1 by focusing on a number of additional outcome variables.
Specifically, we included measures of employees' organizational deviance. We expected that ethical leadership has a negative
linear relationship with deviance, but an inverted U-shaped relationship with employee OCB.
6.1. Method
6.1.1. Participants and procedure
We invited 834 employees from a variety of occupations in the Netherlands to participate in the study. To make our analyses
less sensitive to common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003) we separated the measurement of the dependent and independent
variables in time. A total of 676 employees responded at the first measurement point, and 410 employees responded again at the
second measurement point, three months later. Of the employees who completed both surveys, 264 were male (63.8%). The mean
age was 44 years, 32.1% had a college degree and the respondents worked on average 5.73 years in their organization.

Table 1
Study 1: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations.

1
2
3
4
5
6

Sex
Age
Education
Tenure
OCB
Ethical Leadership

*p b .05, **p b .01.

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

5

–
39.23
–
8.30
4.06
3.96

–
10.32
–
8.37
.48
.66

−.06
.12
−.11
−.18*
−.10

.07
−.55**
−.06
−.03

−.04
.00
.08

−.03
−.09

.15

6
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Table 2
Study 1: Regression results for ethical leadership.
OCB
Model
1

Beta
Sex
Age
Education
Tenure
Ethical leadership

t

−.18⁎
−.12
.01
−.10
.11

−2.11
−1.20
.16
−1.00
1.31

−.19⁎
−.14
.02
−.10
1.83⁎
−1.73⁎

−2.19
−1.40
.19
−.95
2.14
−2.02

2

R2 change

.03⁎
Sex
Age
Education
Tenure
Ethical Leadership
Ethical Leadership squared

⁎ p b .05.

6.1.2. Measures
All items employed the same five-point rating scale format (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).
6.1.2.1. Time 1 measures. At time 1 we assessed demographic variables. We also measured ethical leadership with the same scale as
in Study 1 (Cronbach's α = .92).
6.1.2.2. Time 2 measures. We measured organizational deviance with Bennett and Robinson's (2000) 12 item scale. Sample items
include, “I have taken property from work without permission” and “I come in late without permission” Cronbach's α = .90).
We used Moorman and Blakely's (1995) 19-item instrument to measure OCB. Example items are: “I motivate others to express
their ideas and opinions” and “I voluntarily help new employees to settle into the job” (Cronbach's α = .88).
6.2. Results
6.2.1. Measurement model
Like in Study 1, we first conducted CFAs to test our measurement model at the item level. The initial measurement model had
six latent factors and 41 indicators (i.e., ethical leadership, organizational deviance, and the four OCB dimensions). We estimated
a model with these six latent variables as well as a one-factor model in which all items loaded onto one factor. We also fitted a

OCB

Fig. 1. The curvilinear relation of ethical leadership and OCB in Study 1.
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seven-factor model, which included the six latent variables together with a common method factor that was uncorrelated to the
theoretically derived factors. To judge the goodness of fit of the measurement model, we relied on the same indices as in Study 1.
The six-factor model (with ethical leadership, deviance and OCB as latent variables) did not fit the data very well (χ2(765) =
2027.67, RMSEA = .063 (90% CI = .060–.067), CFI = .85, PCFI = .79). The fit of the one-factor model was clearly insufficient
(χ2(779) = 6234.62, RMSEA = .130 (90% CI = .127–.133), CFI = .34, PCFI = .32). The seven-factor model fitted the data best
(χ2(724) = 1663.30, RMSEA = .056 (90% CI = .053–.060), CFI = .89, PCFI = .78). This suggests that common method variance
may play a role in our data. This is not surprising given that the four OCB dimensions and organizational deviance were indexed
by the same focal employee at the same point in time. Yet, it is also not problematic because method variance that is shared
between the different depended variable dimensions does not compromise the test of our hypotheses regarding linear and
curvilinear relations between the independent variable and the various dependent variables.
To investigate the reason for the less than optimal fit of the six and seven factor models (particularly for the CFI), we
considered which of the two dependent variables (i.e., OCB or organizational deviance) most clearly compromised the model. In
order to do this, we compared a series of models that contained the independent variable (ethical leadership) and one dependent
variable at a time (i.e., either the OCB dimensions, or organizational deviance).
We first fitted a measurement model with five latent factors (i.e., ethical leadership and the four OCB dimensions). The five-factor
model showed a less than desirable fit (χ2(368) = 1096.90, RMSEA = .069 (90% CI = .065–.074), CFI = .87, PCFI = .79). However,
the six-factor model (adding a common method factor to the five-factor model), fitted the data well (χ2(339) = 637.85, RMSEA = .046
(90% CI = .041–.052), CFI = .95, PCFI = .79).
We subsequently fitted a measurement model with two latent factors (i.e., ethical leadership and organizational deviance).
The two-factor model showed insufficient fit to the data (χ2(209) = 1144.33, RMSEA = .104 (90% CI = .098–.110), CFI = .81,
PCFI = .74). The three-factor model (adding a common method factor to the two-factor model), fitted the data better, and almost
acceptable according to most accepted cutoff points for fit criteria (χ2(189) = 719.33, RMSEA = .082 (90% CI = .076–.089),
CFI = .89, PCFI = .73).
In sum, these analyses showed that the model containing the four OCB dimensions and ethical leadership showed a good fit to
the data. Common method variance plays a role in this model, but this is not surprising given that the OCB items were all assessed
by the same focal employee at the same point in time. The model with ethical leadership and organizational deviance showed a
less impressive but still almost sufficient fit. Given these results, and because our most important predictions were about the
curvilinear effects of ethical leadership on OCB, we decided to proceed with testing our hypotheses.

6.2.2. Hypotheses tests
Table 3 shows descriptives and intercorrelations. Table 4 shows the results of the regression analyses. Results show that higher
ethical leadership was associated with reduced deviance. The squared ethical leadership term was, however, not related to
deviance, revealing no evidence for a curvilinear relationship between ethical leadership and employee deviance. This supports
Hypothesis 1.
Further, ethical leadership was significantly positively related to OCB. Entering the squared ethical leadership term resulted in
variance explained in addition to the linear ethical leadership term for OCB. More specifically, the relationship of OCB with ethical
leadership showed an inverted-U shape see Fig. 2. At lower levels, ethical leadership was positively related to OCB but at higher
levels, the relationship was negative.2 This supports Hypothesis 2.

6.3. Discussion
Results of Study 2 were consistent with the findings of Study 1 in which we showed a curvilinear effect of ethical leadership
and OCB. Even though we used a different method and a different measure of OCB we found consistent evidence that at lower
levels of ethical leadership it was positively associated with OCB but at higher levels of ethical leadership, it was negatively related
to OCB. Moreover, Study 2 also showed that ethical leadership is negatively related to employee deviance, suggesting that ethical
leadership has differential results with respect to stimulating positive (OCB) and decreasing negative (deviance) employee
behavior.

7. Study 3
Study 3 aimed to extend the results of Study 2 by assessing an additional deviance measure, that is, supervisor directed
deviance (in addition to organization directed deviance). This would allow us to generalize our findings more independently from
specific measures. Furthermore, in order to generalize to different samples data were collected in a different country (US). Similar
to Study 1, this study used a multi-source design. Focal employees indicated their supervisor's ethical leadership and co-workers
indicated the focal employees' deviance and OCB.
2
Curvilinear effects can be sensitive to outliers in the data. We therefore scanned the data for outliers (i.e., standardized and studentized residuals >|3|) and
inﬂuential cases (i.e., Cook's distances >1). Performing the analyses with or without these cases did not inﬂuence the signiﬁcance or shape of the curvilinear
effect in any of the three ﬁeld studies.
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OCB

Fig. 2. The curvilinear relation of ethical leadership and OCB in Study 2.

7.1. Method
7.1.1. Sample and procedure
A total of 336 individuals—168 focal employees and their matched co-workers—participated in the study as part of a snowball
sampling procedure (e.g., Grant & Mayer, 2009; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). Researchers sent an
electronic message to 349 business major students in the US and asked them to help with a study for extra credit. Students who
worked at least 20 hours per week in a job were allowed to participate in the study; if they did not, they were asked to invite a
family member or close other to complete the survey. A total of 168 focal employees participated (a response rate of 48%). We
used the same procedure as in Study 1. That is, focal employees were instructed to visit a website to complete a survey, and to
send an electronic survey link to a co-worker familiar with their work. Here as well, we found no irregularities in the responses.
Participants were from a variety of different organizations in the Southeast U.S., including technology, government, insurance,
financial, food service, retail, manufacturing, and medical organizations. The focal employees were 48% male and 65% Caucasian
(19% Hispanic, 4% African-American, 3% Latino Latina, 1% biracial, and 5% Asian American; 3% indicated “another racial
background”). The mean age was 24.09 years (SD = 5.76). Four percent of the respondents had only lower education (high
school), 55% had some college experience, and 42% had a college degree. The respondents worked, on average, for 2.34 years with
their current organization (SD = 2.14). They worked on average for 1.65 years with their current supervisor (SD = 1.59).
The co-workers were 40% male. Sixty-seven percent were Caucasian (13% Hispanic, 8% African-American, 5% Latino/Latina,
and 5% Asian American; 1% indicated “another racial background”). Fourteen percent of the co-workers indicated having only
lower education (high school), 42% had some college experience, 33% had a college degree, 5% were in graduate school and 5% had
a master degree. They averaged 27.5 (SD = 9.66) years of age with 3.49 years of experience working in their organizations
(SD = 3.81).

7.1.2. Measures
All items employed the same seven-point rating scale format (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).
Table 3
Study 2: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations.

1. Sex
2. Age
3. Education
4. Tenure
5. Position
6. Ethical Leadership
7. Deviance
8. OCB
*p b .05, **p b .01, ***p b .001.

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

–
44.00
–
5.73
3.68
2.49
1.49
2.22

–
10.55
–
6.85
2.21
.68
.48
.43

.10*
−.21
.00
.04
−.06
−.11**
.06

.22**
−.40**
−.06
.03
−.14**
.09

−.18**
−.17**
−.07
−.01
−.07

.05
.08
.03
−.08

.02
−.02
.17**

−.22***
.22**

−.26
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Table 4
Study 2: Regression results for ethical leadership.
Deviance
Model
1

OCB

Beta

T

Sex
Age
Education
Tenure
Position
Ethical leadership

−.10*
.13*
.05
−.11*
.01
−.17**

−2.06
2.31
.93
−2.02
.18
−3.57

Sex
Age
Education
Tenure
Position
Ethical leadership
Ethical leadership squared

−.10*
.01
.05
−.11*
.01
−.20**
.05

−2.04
.38
.90
−2.02
.18
−3.99
1.70

2

2

R change

Beta

t

.04
.07
−.04
−.08
.16**
.21**

.89
1.27
−.84
−1.59
3.38
4.30

.05
.09
−.04
−.06
.16**
.28**
−.24**

1.00
1.65
−.74
−1.10
3.41
5.70
−4.85

.01

R2 change

.05**

*p b .05, **p b .001.

7.1.2.1. Ethical leadership. Focal employees indicated their supervisor's ethical leadership by responding to the same scale that was
also used in Studies 1 and 2 (Cronbach's α = .95).
7.1.2.2. Deviance. Co-workers indexed the focal employee's organizational deviance with the same scale that was also used in Study
2 (Cronbach's α = .94). Co-workers also indexed the focal employee's supervisor-directed deviance with Mitchell and Ambrose's
(2007) 10 item scale. Sample items include “This employee gossiped about my supervisor,” and “This employee swore at my
supervisor” (Cronbach's α = .94).
7.1.2.3. OCB. Co-workers indexed the focal employee's OCB with Lee and Allen's (2002) eight item OCB scale (Cronbach's α = .96).
7.2. Results
7.2.1. Measurement model
Like in Studies 1 and 2, we first conducted CFAs to test our measurement model at the item level. The initial measurement
model had four latent factors and 40 indicators (i.e., ethical leadership, organizational deviance, supervisor directed deviance, and
OCB). We estimated a model with these four latent variables as well as a one-factor model in which all items loaded onto one
factor. We also fitted a five-factor model, which included the four latent variables together with a common method factor that
was uncorrelated to the theoretically derived factors. To judge the goodness of fit of the measurement model, we relied on the
same indices as in Studies 1 and 2.
The four-factor model did not fit the data well (χ2(734) = 1953.16, RMSEA = .123 (90% CI = .116–.130), CFI = .76, PCFI = .71).
The fit of the one-factor model was clearly insufficient (χ2(742) = 3702.16, RMSEA = .190 (90% CI = .184–.197), CFI = .41, PCFI =
.39). The five-factor model (adding a common method factor to the four-factor model), fitted the data best, but the fit of this model
was still clearly below accepted standards (χ2(695) = 1620.23, RMSEA = .110 (90% CI = .103–.117), CFI = .82, PCFI = .73).
To investigate the reason behind the less than optimal fit of the four and five factor models, we proceeded by considering
which of the dependent variables compromised model fit most significantly.
A model without organizational deviance in the analyses showed unacceptable fit (χ2(347) = 794.21, RMSEA = .108 (90%
CI = .098–.118), CFI = .86, PCFI = .79). The same model but now with also a method factor as part of the analysis showed
acceptable fit (χ2(320) = 622.76, RMSEA = .093 (90% CI = .082–.104), CFI = .91, PCFI = .77).
A model without supervisor directed deviance showed unacceptable fit to the data (χ2(420) = 934.50, RMSEA = .110 (90%
CI = .100–.119), CFI = .84, PCFI = .77). The same model but now with also a method factor as part of the analysis showed
improved, but still barely acceptable fit (χ2(372) = 766.55, RMSEA = .098 (90% CI = .088–.108), CFI = .88, PCFI = .75).
A model without OCB showed clearly unacceptable fit (χ2(461) = 1434.50, RMSEA = .139 (90% CI = .130–.147), CFI = .75,
PCFI = .70). The same model but now with also a method factor as part of the analysis showed also unacceptable fit (χ2(430) =
1111.78, RMSEA = .120 (90% CI = .111–.129), CFI = .82, PCFI = .71).
A model without supervisor directed deviance and organizational deviance (and thus only OCB and ethical leadership
included) fit the data well (χ2(134) = 233.09, RMSEA = .082 (90% CI = .064–.099), CFI = .95, PCFI = .83). The same model but
now with also a method factor as part of the analysis showed clearly acceptable fit (χ2(116) = 163.05, RMSEA = .061 (90% CI =
.037–.082), CFI = .98, PCFI = .74).
In sum, like in Study 1, the model that contains our primary dependent variable (OCB) together with the independent variable
(ethical leadership) shows a superior fit to the data, relative to all other models. Furthermore, this model also shows little
evidence for the operation of common method variance: CFI and RMSEA are slightly higher for the model containing a method
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factor, but PCFI (which explicitly “punishes” model complexity) is clearly lower (and, in fact, unacceptably low) in the model
containing a method factor, relative to the model that does not contain this factor. This is not surprising given that ethical
leadership and OCB were indexed by two different sources.
Furthermore, like in Study 2, including deviance in the model resulted in clearly lowered fit. We thus decided to proceed with
our hypotheses tests, which are mostly concerned with the curvilinear effects of ethical leadership on active cooperative
behaviors like OCB. We will also use deviance as a dependent variable in our analyses, but the reader should interpret these
analyses with more caution.
7.2.2. Hypotheses tests
Table 5 shows descriptive statistics and intercorrelations. Regression results are presented in Table 6. These analyses showed
that the linear term of ethical leadership significantly predicted supervisor- as well as organization-directed deviance such that
deviance was lower when ethical leadership was higher. We found no evidence for a curvilinear relationship between deviance
and ethical leadership. This supports Hypothesis 1.
The linear effect of ethical leadership was also significantly related to OCB. Furthermore, after entering the squared ethical
leadership term, it explained additional variance and revealed significant relationships for OCB. More specifically, the relationship
for OCB showed an inverted-U pattern (see Fig. 3).2 This supports Hypotheses 3.
7.3. Discussion
Study 3 again showed consistent results with the previous studies by showing a curvilinear relation of ethical leadership and
OCB. Moreover, this study replicated the previous findings in a different country (US) which enables us to generalize findings
across different sample characteristics. Moreover, like Study 2, results showed a linear negative relation of ethical leadership and
employee deviance. Here, we extended organizational deviance with supervisor-directed deviance for which ethical leadership
also showed a negative linear relation.
8. Study 4
In a fourth study, we wished to examine the unintended negative effect of high ethical leadership on deviance and OCB.
Further, we focused on the underlying process of perceptions of moral reproach (Monin et al., 2008) to be able to explain the
relation of ethical leadership and OCB. A vignette experiment was used, which provides the possibility to increase internal validity
and to infer causality (e.g Burris, 2012).
8.1. Method
8.1.1. Participants and procedure
Eighty-seven undergraduate business students from a European university participated voluntarily. Participants were 50.6%
male and on average 20 years old (SD = 2.16). They had an average work experience of 2.5 years (SD = 2.13). After their arrival
in the lab, they were welcomed by the experimenter. All instructions were given on paper. We employed a between-subject
design by assigning our participants on a random basis to one of three conditions of ethical leadership (low, moderate, or high).
Participants were asked to place themselves in the situation of an employee in a company and were given a description of their
supervisor. Then, our manipulation of ethical leadership commenced. This manipulation was based on the conception of ethical
leadership by Brown et al. (2005). In the low ethical leadership condition, their supervisor was described as a person who does
not make fair and balanced decisions:
“René is a supervisor who doesn't believe in doing the “right” thing in terms of ethics. That is why René often makes
compromises regarding ethics. Many will describe René as a person who never makes ethical decisions. René never does
what he says regarding ethics and hardly ever consistently acts according to own ethical values if it comes to taking

Table 5
Study 3: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations.

1. Sex
2. Age
3. Education
4. Organization tenure
5. Supervisor tenure
6. Ethical Leadership
7. Organizational deviance
8. Supervisor directed deviance
9. OCB
*p b .05; **p b .01.

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

–
24.09
–
2.34
1.65
5.19
1.79
1.78
5.49

–
5.76
–
2.14
1.59
1.21
.92
1.11
1.22

−.00
−.04
−.17*
−.08
.02
−.13
−.18*
.08

.32**⁎
.42**
.41**
−.02
−.10
−.07
−.05

.10*
.16*
.02
.03
−.05
−.01

.71**
.01
−.08
.04
−.03

.02
−.06
.02
−.07⁎

−.31**
−.30**
.37**

.79**
−.52**

−.46**
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Table 6
Study 3: Regression results for ethical leadership.
Organizational deviance
Model
1

Beta

t

Sex
Age
Education
Supervisor tenure
Organization tenure
Ethical Leadership

−.07
−.16
.10
−.01
.03
−.32***

−.96
1.64
1.21
−.09
.24
−3.99

Sex
Age
Education
Supervisor tenure
Organization tenure
Ethical leadership
Ethical leadership squared

−.07
−.16
.10
−.01
.04
−.36***
−.09

−.94
-1.65
1.32
−.10
.35
−4.17
−1.33

2

Supervisor directed deviance
2

R change

Beta

t

−.12
−.16
−.03
.03
.14
−.29

−.60
1.67
−.35
.25
1.28
−3.66

−.11
−.16
−.02
.02
.16
−.36***
−.12

−.54
−1.66
−.20
.80
1.42
−4.08
−1.71

.00

2

R change

OCB
Beta

t

.07
−.01
.02
−.12
.06
.38***

.98
−.16
.27
−1.16
.54
5.24

.08
−.01
.06
−.12
.06
.19*
−.38***

1.21
−.13
.77
−1.24
.61
2.43
−4.84

.01

R2 change

.03*

*p b .05, **p b .01, ***p b .001.

decisions. This is the reason that René tolerates violations of ethical standards. When faced with dilemmas at work, René
says “get it done by any means.”
In the high ethical leadership condition, their supervisor was described as a person who makes fair and balanced decisions, a
person of integrity, who walks the talk, and someone who does not tolerate any violation of ethical standards:
“René is a supervisor who very strongly believes in doing the “right” thing in terms of ethics without making compromises.
René likes to be seen as a person who always takes ethical decisions. René always does what he says regarding ethics and
consistently acts according to own ethical values if it comes to taking decisions. This is the reason that René does not
tolerate any violations of his ethical standards. When faced with dilemmas at work, René asks “what is the right thing to
do?”
In the moderate ethical leadership condition, their supervisor is described as a person who is concerned with ethics:
“René is a supervisor who believes in doing it “right” in terms of ethics. That is why René (depending on the exact
situation) evaluates the necessity to make a compromise or not in terms of ethics. Many like to see René as a person who
considers it important to make ethical decisions (but not at all costs and consequences). René tries to walk the talk and
aims to be consistent with everyone's ethical values if it comes to taking decisions. When faced with dilemmas at work,
René asks “what is the right and ethical thing to do in this particular situation?”

OCB

Fig. 3. The curvilinear relation of ethical leadership and OCB in Study 3.
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8.1.2. Measures
All items were assessed using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so). First, we measured
participants' perceptions of moral reproach (cf. Minson & Monin, 2012). Participants were asked to what extent they considered
the leader to look down upon them, to be moral equals (reversed), and to trust them for their ethical judgment (Cronbachs'
alpha = .66). Second, participants' deviance (cf. Bennett & Robinson, 2000) was measured by asking for the extent they would
come in late at work without notice and refuse to pass on information to others in the situation described in the vignette
(Cronbachs' alpha = .79). Finally, interpersonally oriented OCB (cf. Moorman & Blakely, 1995) was measured by asking
participants whether they would be motivated and willing to help their co-workers (Cronbachs' alpha = .91) if they worked for
the supervisor described in the vignette.
8.2. Results
In order to test for the effectiveness of the manipulation of ethical leadership independent of the measurement of perceptions
of moral reproach and OCB we used a different sample of participants (i.e., to avoid demand characteristics). Eighty-five
undergraduate students participated voluntarily in a between-subject design in which ethical leadership was manipulated (low,
moderate, and high) using the exact same manipulations as those used in the main study. We measured the extent to which
participants considered the leader to be ethical with four items: “to what extent to you consider this leader to be “ethical”, “true to
his/her own values”, “moral”, and “principled” (Cronbachs' alpha = .96). An ANOVA on the extent to which participants
considered the leader to be ethical showed a significant effect, F(2, 82) = 156.74, p b .001. Post-hoc tests showed that low ethical
leaders (M = 2.14; SD = .94) were perceived to be lower on ethicality than moderate (M = 5.18; SD = .79), p b .001, and high
ethical leaders (M = 5.68; SD = .69), p b .001. Moderate ethical leaders were also found to be significantly lower on ethicality
than high ethical leaders, p b .05. These results show that the manipulation of ethical leadership was successful.
To test our first hypothesis concerning the relation of ethical leadership and deviance we performed an ANOVA, which
revealed a significant effect for ethical leadership, F(2, 84) = 11.46, p b .001. Post-hoc tests showed that low ethical leadership
(M = 3.22; SD = 1.56) resulted in more deviance than moderate ethical leadership (M = 1.87; SD = .59), p b .001, and high
ethical leadership (M = 2.16; SD = 1.07), p b .001. Moderate and high ethical leadership did not significantly differ from each
other, p > .30. This offers support Hypothesis 1.
An ANOVA showed a significant effect for ethical leadership on perceptions of moral reproach, F(2, 84) = 24.20, p b .001.
Post-hoc tests showed that moderate ethical leadership (M = 2.62; SD = .87) was perceived as lower on perceptions of moral
reproach than high ethical leadership (M = 3.80; SD = 1.10), p b .001, and low ethical leadership (M = 4.57; SD = 1.27), p b .001.
High and low ethical leadership also significantly differed from each other, p b .05. Given these differences between the different
levels, we tested for the curvilinear relation using polynomial contrasts. Results showed that the effect of ethical leadership on
perceptions of moral reproach supports a curvilinear pattern (95% CI [.88, 1.68]). This offers support for Hypothesis 3.
Similarly, for OCB an ANOVA showed a significant effect for ethical leadership, F(2, 84) = 12.56, p b .001. Post-hoc tests
showed that moderate ethical leadership (M = 5.15; SD = .88) resulted in higher OCB than high ethical leadership (M = 4.30;
SD = 1.36), p b .001, and low ethical leadership (M = 3.33; SD = 1.81), p b .024. Further, high and low ethical leadership also
differed significantly, p b .05. Polynomial contrasts here also showed that the effect of ethical leadership on OCB showed a
curvilinear pattern (95% CI [− 1.60, − .58]). This supports Hypothesis 2.
Furthermore, in order to test for mediation on OCB, an ANCOVA with perceptions of moral reproach as a covariate showed a
significant effect for perceptions of moral reproach F(1, 83) = 22.54, p b .001, but ethical leadership became nonsignificant, F(2,
84) = 1.59, p > .20. A Sobel-test showed that the indirect effect was significant (Sobel = 2.23, p b .05). Bootstrap mediation
tests (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) also showed that perceptions of moral reproach mediated the effect of ethical leadership on OCB.
Specifically, perceptions of moral reproach mediated on low (95% CI [.88, 2.77]), moderate (95% CI [.09, .50]), and high ethical
leadership (95% CI [− 2.16, − .56]). This supports Hypothesis 4.
8.3. Discussion
Consistent with the previous studies, our results showed that high ethical leaders decreased participants' deviance in
comparison to low ethical leaders. Further, the results pointed out that high relative to moderate ethical leaders were perceived as
morally reproaching participants' values and morality. Further, we also showed that low ethical leaders were perceived to morally
reproach participants' values more than moderate ethical leaders. Similar to high ethical leaders, people may have felt that low
ethical leaders looked down upon their principles and values possibly because employees needed to downplay their ethical
behavior to reach the leader's low normative standards. This study also revealed that ethical leadership showed a curvilinear
pattern for people's OCB. Moderate ethical leaders were found to encourage OCB more than low and high ethical leaders.
Moreover, perceptions of moral reproach explained (mediated) this pattern on OCB. In relation to the previous studies that tested
our hypotheses in an organizational sample, this study tested and showed the causal relations.
9. General discussion
Our research – at least to our knowledge – is the first to explicitly address unintended negative effects of ethical leadership.
Across three studies, using different methodologies (i.e., experimental, single and multisource studies) and conducted in three
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different countries (i.e., Belgium [Studies 1 and 4], the Netherlands, [Study 2], and the US [Study 3), we showed that ethical
leadership is linearly related to employee deviance. In line with prior work, deviance was shown to be lower at higher levels of
ethical leadership (e.g. Mayer et al., 2009). However, ethical leadership revealed an inverted U-shaped relationship with OCB. In
other words, at lower levels of ethical leadership OCB increases, whereas at higher levels OCB decreases. Moreover, we could
show that perceptions of moral reproach underlie this curvilinear relation. In the following sections, we will discuss these
findings.
9.1. Theoretical implications
Our research adds to the emerging literature on ethics and leadership in at least three ways. First, we show unintended effects
of ethical leadership that are potentially consequential to organizations: That is, employees respond to highly ethical leaders with
lower voluntary cooperative behaviors. Cooperative employee behaviors like OCB's are critical for sustained, long term
organizational effectiveness (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009). Even though previous research illustrated the
positive and constructive effects of ethical leadership, specifically also with regard to OCB, we argued and showed that high
ethical leadership has a potential unintended effect for people's OCB's. Future research is needed to examine whether this finding
can be extended to other employee behaviors.
Second, we showed that ethical leadership differentially encourages behavior that reflects avoidance of deviant behavior from
actively promoting the interests of the organization and its members by displaying OCB. Consistent with previous research
(Mayer et al., 2009, 2012) ethical leadership was successful in reducing deviant behavior. However, employees find it much
harder to invest energy in extra-role behavior, such as OCB. Such behaviors have been shown to require extra effort and an
intrinsic motivation to support the organization (Tyler & Blader, 2003; Zapata-Phelan, Colquitt, Scott, & Livingston, 2008). Because
OCB is largely voluntary behavior, it could be easily reduced, and hence, more likely to suffer if employees perceive leaders to be
highly ethical. As such, we add to the literature by showing that ethical leadership both enhances avoiding deviant behavior but at
the same time reduces active promotion of the organization's and employees' interests.
Third, we also clarify the process by which ethical leadership influences OCB. More specifically, prior work has stressed the
role of social learning processes, noting that ethical leaders function as role models and that they also discipline unethical follower
behaviors. The present research clarifies the importance of an additional process. Specifically, we argued that if employees
perceive leaders as highly or lowly ethical this undermines the effectiveness of the leader as a role model. Employees, in fact,
consider such leaders as less attractive role models because they feel morally reproached by these leaders. And this, in turn,
explains why employee OCB is highest at moderate levels of ethical leadership (see e.g. Calhoun, 1989; Minson & Monin, 2012;
Schminke, Ambrose, & Neubaum, 2005). Hence, we also add to the work on moral reproach by applying some of its findings to
leadership research.
9.2. Practical implications
Decreasing employee deviance is an important function of ethical leadership because deviant and antisocial employees
hamper effective employee functioning and they can also form a clear threat to the organization's image (Detert, Treviño, Burris,
& Andiappan, 2007). Especially in times when organizations go through financial hardship, ethical leaders can bring guidance and
in their modeling they may comfort employees and clarify what is appropriate behavior. At the same time, cooperative employee
behaviors like OCB have shown to be crucial for the sustained, long term effectiveness of organizations (Podsakoff & MacKenzie,
1994; Walz & Niehoff, 1996). The present results thus strongly suggest that organizations face a dilemma between rooting out
unethical employee behavior by displaying high levels of ethical leadership and promoting positive, cooperative behaviors, which
are lowered at high levels of ethical leadership.
As employees consider that high ethical leaders look down upon them, it thus seems important for ethical leaders not to come
across as morally judging employees. In order to overcome the negative effect of high levels of ethical leadership on OCB, ethical
leaders may express their recognition of employees' values and respectfully approach employees' behavior. As such, employees
feel the leader cares and undertakes efforts to help them behave ethically in their job. Moreover, by doing so, ethical leaders may
also ‘close the gap’ with regard to employees' perceptions of their own and their leaders' morality (e.g. Jordan, Brown, Trevino, &
Finkelstein, 2013). Further, leaders specifically not only discuss expected ethical standards with employees but also discuss how
these employees feel about the application of these behaviors in their daily work. This can, for example, be done by allowing
employees to voice their opinion on the enactment of ethics in the workplace (Van Prooijen, 2009). Providing employees with
voice might actually enhance their closeness with the leader and foster their need to belong (Tyler & Blader, 2003) which might
decrease the (moral) distance between employees and the leader thereby creating less defensive circumstances.
9.3. Strengths and limitations
One important strength of the present research is our reliance on a multi-method approach in order to address both internal and
external validity. That is, in Study 4, by using an experimental design we were able to suggest causal conclusions about the effect of
ethical leadership on OCB. In fact, to our knowledge we were the first to test for the causal relation of ethical leadership with OCB.
Previous research also established using correlational research that ethical leadership positively relates to OCB (Mayer et al., 2009)
and here we largely replicate this pattern. Further, Studies 1–3 using both multi-source and longitudinal methodologies in different
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countries allowed us to test our predictions in organizations with employee samples. Moreover, we used different operationalizations
of OCB and deviance in order to examine whether the expected relations are not dependent on a specific measurement. This makes us
more confident in the generalizability of our findings to actual working populations.
Of course, we realize that all four studies, when looked at in isolation have limitations and strengths: In Study 2 we separated
the measurement of the independent and dependent variables in time. This is a well-known and effective way to reduce common
method variance concerns (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Furthermore, Study 2 had employees from a large variety of different
occupations as respondents as such decreasing external validity concerns. Yet, self-reports of positive and negative behaviors may
not always be valid, for instance as a result of social desirability biases. Even though social desirability bias can never be ruled out
entirely, a multisource design (which we used in Studies 1 and 3) has been documented to decrease common-method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Therefore, we applied a multisource design in Studies 1 and 3 in which focal employees indicated their
supervisor's level of ethical leadership and co-workers indicated the focal employee's deviance and voluntary behavior. Study 3, in
itself also has limitations: The population consisted of working students (albeit students who work for at least 20 hours each
week), which may limit the generalizability of these findings. However, Study 1 using the same multisource method did use
fulltime employees. Yet, we argue that the studies should not be considered in isolation. When considered as a set, a clear strength
of the current research is the consistency between the different studies, in terms of the different designs (i.e., experimental, single
and multisource) and in terms of different populations from which our samples were drawn (Europe and the US).
One limitation of the field studies that should be recognized is that CFA did not always show acceptable fit for the models
containing ethical leadership, OCB and deviance. Including a method factor usually improved model fit, which points at the
existence of common method variance in our data. This is in itself not surprising or harmful given that our dependent variables
(i.e., the various dimensions of OCB and deviance) were measured at the same point in time and indexed by the same source.
More fine grained analyses showed that it is particularly deviance that harms model fit. We can only speculate about why this is
the case. One reason may be found in the relatively low incidence rate of behaviors that are indexed by the deviance items (e.g.,
theft, insulting others), which leads to strongly skewed response distributions on the deviance variables. Nevertheless, our
conclusions regarding the linear effect of ethical leadership on deviance should be considered with more caution than our
primary result, that is, that ethical leadership has a curvilinear effect on OCB.

9.4. Future directions
We realize that our focus on perceptions of moral reproach as a mediating mechanism does not imply that other mediating
processes are irrelevant. An alternative to the mechanism of perceptions of moral reproach might be that displaying OCB is just
too costly. That is, high ethical leaders might increase the cost of adhering to ethical standards (i.e., behaving in a non-deviant
manner) to such an extent that employees would find it hard to carry out their positive duties (such as engaging in OCB). Hence,
the cost of ethical compliance might have a severe impact on employees' resources that allow them to engage in OCB. In
philosophy, Kant (1785/1983) made a similar distinction arguing that negative duties (e.g., avoiding deviant behavior) should
receive a priority above positive duties (e.g., engaging in OCB) as there might be alternative ways to fulfill those positive duties.
Future research might turn to examining whether employees are less likely to show OCB because it is too costly.
Following up on this, ethical leaders need not necessarily have the intent to discourage employees' OCB, given their inherent focus
on their own and others ethical inclination. Hence, more research is needed to examine when ethical leadership may be positive for
employees' OCB and under which conditions it will turn around and become a liability. This will help us understand in more detail
how ethical leaders more effectively may guide employees in encouraging not only negative duties but also positive duties.
Furthermore, we showed that perceptions of moral reproach explained the relation of ethical leadership and OCB. Yet, moral
reproach is less relevant for explaining the relation of ethical leadership and deviance. One of the key aspects of ethical leaders is
that they use reinforcement to discipline deviant behavior. As high ethical leaders would use reinforcement the relation of ethical
leadership and deviance is linear rather than curvilinear which would make the role of moral reproach for deviance less likely3.
Indeed, ethical leaders encourage people to follow rules as mandatory, thus limiting undesirable deviant behaviors (Mayer et al.,
2009). Future research might look at whether the relation with deviance indeed can be explained by mechanisms of
reinforcement.

9.5. Conclusions
Ethical leaders have been described as being “tenacious, steadfast, and uncompromising” (Treviño et al., 2003, p. 18)
suggesting their intolerance for deviant behaviors. Decreasing such behaviors is an important function of ethical leadership
because deviant employees form a clear threat to the organization's functioning and image. The present results suggest that
organizations face a dilemma between rooting out unethical employee behavior and promoting positive, cooperative behaviors.
This may form a challenging dilemma for leaders to solve. Yet, at the very least leaders should be aware of the differential effects
that their focus on ethics has on follower's deviant as compared employee OCBs.
3
An ANCOVA for deviance with perceptions of moral reproach as a covariate showed that perceptions of moral reproach was not signiﬁcant, F(1, 83) = .47,
p = .50, but ethical leadership remained signiﬁcant, F(2, 84) = 6.61, p b .005. Hence, moral reproach did not mediate the effect on deviance.
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