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Abstract This study examines the relationship between
procedural justice and employee job insecurity, and the
boundary conditions of this relationship. Drawing upon
uncertainty management theory and ethical leadership
research, we hypothesized that procedural justice is nega-
tively related to job insecurity, and that this relationship is
moderated by ethical leadership. We further predicted that
the moderating relationship would be more pronounced
among employees with a low power distance orientation.
We tested our hypotheses using a sample of 381 workers in
Macau and Southern China. The results support all of our
hypotheses. The implications of these results for research
and practice are discussed.

Keywords Job insecurity - Procedural justice - Ethical
leadership - Power distance - China

Introduction

In today’s rapidly changing organizational environment,
job insecurity has become a near universal organizational
phenomenon (Lee et al. 2006). Job insecurity is an
employee’s perception of fundamental and involuntary
change concerning the future existence of his or her present
job in the employing organization (Greenhalgh and
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Rosenblatt 1984). Accumulated research has found evi-
dence that job-insecure employees tend to react negatively
in terms of work attitude, psychological well-being, and
job performance (e.g., De Witte 1999; Sverke et al. 2002).
These detrimental consequences suggest that there is a
pressing need to understand the antecedents of job inse-
curity. However, the majority of research in this area
focuses mainly on external factors, such as organizational
change and national unemployment, or on personality
traits, such as locus of control and negative affectivity (De
Witte 2005; Lee et al. 2006). Little is known about whether
employees’ evaluation of their organization’s adherence to
moral and ethical standards influences job insecurity. As
unethical conduct by an organization can trigger doubt
among employees about the existing employer—employee
relationship (Karnes 2009), workplace ethics are likely to
be closely linked to employee job insecurity.

A primary ethical concern of employees is organiza-
tional justice. Being a fundamental value and virtue of
organizations (Rawls 1971), justice is largely grounded in
people’s ethical assumption about how human beings
should be treated in the workplace (Folger et al. 2005;
Skitka and Bauman 2008). Among the various dimensions
of organizational justice, procedural justice, which refers to
the perceived fairness of organizational processes and
procedures that lead to decision outcomes, is a core and
consistent predictor of employees’ reactions to their
employing organization (Konovsky 2000). For instance,
when employees perceive that organizational decisions are
made through fair procedures, they report higher levels of
job satisfaction, organizational commitment, trust in the
organization, and job performance, and lower turnover
intention (Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001; Colquitt et al.
2001). The literature on psychological contract relates
unfair procedures and job insecurity to the violation of the
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psychological contract between organization and employ-
ees (e.g., Robinson and Rousseau 1994). Interestingly,
there has been little research (for an exception, see Blau
et al. 2004) examining whether procedural justice shapes
employees’ feelings of job insecurity.

This study aims to fill this research gap. Drawing on
uncertainty management theory (Lind and Van den Bos
2002), we contend that procedural justice helps to reduce
employees’ uncertainty about the continuity of their
employment by enhancing their perception of predictability
and controllability in their future as employees. We further
propose that this relationship may be contingent on the
combined effects of ethical leadership and employee power
distance orientation. Defined by Brown et al. (2005, p. 120)
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,” ethical leadership captures the dimensions of the
leader both as a moral person and as a moral manager. Due
to its emphasis on the morality of the manager (Avey et al.
2011), ethical leadership may alter the influence of pro-
cedural justice on job insecurity. This boundary condition
may also depend on employee power distance orientation,
which is an individual-level cultural value that is closely
linked with employees’ reactions to leadership (Kirkman
et al. 2009).

This study provides an answer to the research problem
of whether fair procedures influence employees’ feeling of
job insecurity and how this relationship alters under the
combined contextual impact of ethical leadership and
followers’ power distance orientation. By testing the three-
way interaction effect of procedural justice, ethical lead-
ership, and power distance orientation on job insecurity,
this study addresses the dynamic influences of ethical
practices in the workplace in general, and procedural jus-
tice and ethical leadership in particular, on employees’
feelings of job insecurity, a research area that is largely
neglected in the literature on job insecurity. It also provides
a more comprehensive analysis of the source of employee
job insecurity by considering factors related to the orga-
nization (i.e., procedural justice), leaders (i.e., ethical
leadership), and employees (i.e., power distance orienta-
tion). In the next section, we present the theoretical back-
ground to our hypothesized relationships.

Theory and Hypotheses Development
Procedural Justice and Job Insecurity

Although job insecurity has been defined in various ways
(e.g., Davy et al. 1997; Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt 1984),
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the generally accepted underlying theme of the various
definitions is that job insecurity is based on an employee’s
own perception and interpretation of his or her immediate
work environment. Thus, job insecurity is distinct from
actual job loss, as two employees exposed to the same
objective work environment may perceive the potential risk
of job loss differently. Moreover, although the threat of job
loss is likely to be particularly prevalent in the context of
organizational downsizing, it also appears that job inse-
curity can emerge in seemingly unthreatened job situations
(Sverke and Hellgren 2002). Due to these characteristics,
job insecurity is an important issue that warrants careful
consideration by all organizations.

In the psychological contract literature, maintaining
long-term job security is considered to be one of the per-
ceived core obligations of employers (Coyle-Shapiro 2002;
Coyle-Shapiro and Conway 2005). According to this
stream of research, job insecurity represents a violation of
the psychological contract by the employer, and is nega-
tively associated with employees’ organizational commit-
ment, job satisfaction, and trust in their employer (e.g.,
Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2000; Robinson and Rousseau
1994).

De Witte (1999) suggested that job insecurity is harmful
to employees because of its associated prolonged uncer-
tainty. Two aspects of uncertainty have been identified:
unpredictability and uncontrollability. Unpredictability
refers to a lack of clarity about the future and about the
expectation and behavior that an employee should adopt
(De Witte 1999). When the likelihood of job continuity is
not clear, employees may find it difficult to predict what
will happen in the future and to choose the appropriate
reaction. They may also feel powerless to control this
potential threat. This sense of powerlessness, or uncon-
trollability, is suggested to be central to the phenomenon of
job insecurity (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt 1984). Power-
lessness encompasses an employee’s inability to counteract
the threat of job discontinuity (Ashford et al. 1989).
According to Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984), a sense of
powerlessness is likely to arise when employees perceive
that they have no inputs in decision making and no right of
appeal, and that their organization has no strong norm of
fairness. Sverke and Hellgren (2002) further postulated that
the perception of fair treatment and participation in deci-
sion-making during change processes reduces the negative
effects of stress induced by downsizing. In this research,
we argue that procedural justice may be an effective means
of coping with the unpredictability and uncontrollability
inherent in job insecurity.

Uncertainty management theory (Lind and Van den Bos
2002) recognizes that fairness and uncertainty are closely
linked in the sense that individuals tend to rely heavily
on fairness information when they are confronted with
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uncertainty. According to this theory, people need pre-
dictability and tend to focus on environmental cues to
reduce the uncertainties that arise in their lives, and fair-
ness information is one of the most important cues.
Employees look for fairness information to determine
whether they are valued members of an organization (Tyler
and Lind 1992), and use this information to guide how
much they should identify with the organization to which
they nominally belong (Lind 2001). Fairness information
becomes particularly salient among those who experience a
high level of uncertainty (Thau et al. 2007), because fair-
ness reduces individuals’ anxiety about being excluded or
exploited by the organization (Lind and Van den Bos
2002). Accordingly, fair treatment makes future events
more predictable and controllable (Colquitt et al. 2006) and
should help to reduce uncertainty about job continuity.

Four dimensions of justice are usually identified in
justice research: distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and
informational (Colquitt 2001). Of these, procedural justice
is likely to have the most relevance to job insecurity.
Unlike interpersonal justice and informational justice,
which are more related to employee reactions toward
supervisors (Loi et al. 2009b; Masterson et al. 2000),
procedural justice connotes the structural features of an
organization’s human resource decisions (Cropanzano
et al. 2002) and reflects the extent to which the procedures
in an organization regarding decisions are applied with
consistency, accuracy, ethicality, correctability, represen-
tativeness, and bias-suppression (Leventhal 1980; Loi and
Ngo 2010). Employees typically encounter procedural or
process-relevant information before outcome-relevant
information (Lind 2001), and are thus more likely to take
procedural justice rather than distributive justice as a guide
to reduce uncertainty related to their job.

Lind and Tyler (1988) posited that procedural justice
signals to employees their status and standing within the
organization. In particular, employees who perceive greater
procedural justice will have a stronger sense that they are
respected and valued members of the organization (Cro-
panzano et al. 2001), and thus should have less uncertainty
about their organizational membership. In analyzing how
survivors respond to organizational downsizing, Mishra
and Spreitzer (1998) proposed that when the downsizing
decision is based on fair procedures and rules, survivors are
more likely to judge the downsizing in a more favorable
light. A high level of procedural justice is desirable for
survivors because it makes their future more predictable
(Brockner et al. 2009). Thus, procedural justice can reduce
adverse reactions to violations of the psychological con-
tract by communicating to employees that they are still
valued and important members of the organization (Rob-
inson and Rousseau 1994; Rousseau 1995). The ability to
express their views and feelings in the decision-making

process enhances employees’ feelings of control (Colquitt
2001; Sverke and Hellgren 2002). Van den Bos (2001)
empirically established that procedural justice has a
stronger effect on employees’ emotional reactions when
they feel uncertain or lack control. We thus anticipate that,
with higher levels of procedural justice, employees tend to
evaluate their job continuity to be more predictable and
controllable, and will thus feel less insecure. Unfair pro-
cedures, in contrast, may lead employees to cast doubt on
the security of their job. The following hypothesis is thus
proposed.

Hypothesis 1 Procedural justice is negatively related to
job insecurity.

Moderating Role of Ethical Leadership

As managers have legitimate power over employees and
also control important organizational resources, they are in
a unique position to mete out justice (Brown et al. 2005).
More importantly, managers are often considered to be the
core agents of the organization (Loi et al. 2009a), and their
ethical leadership may strengthen employees’ view that
procedural justice is an appropriate means of dealing with
job insecurity (Lind 2001). Brown (2007) described an
ethical leader as a captain piloting a ship in the right
direction. Within organizations, employees usually look to
their leaders for ethical guidance. Leaders’ personal and
professional conduct in the workplace should thus serve as
a model of normatively appropriate behavior (Brown et al.
2005). In terms of personal conduct, an ethical leader is a
moral person who does the right thing. He or she is fair,
honest, trustworthy, principled in decision-making, caring
toward employees, and concerned about means rather than
ends (Trevifio and Brown 2007). In terms of professional
conduct, an ethical leader is a moral manager who treats
people correctly. He or she sets explicit ethical standards
and expectations, proactively communicates these ethical
standards and expectation to followers, and uses rewards
and discipline to encourage followers to engage in ethical
conduct (Trevifio and Brown 2007). Thus, ethical leader-
ship is suggested to help develop positive work attitudes
among followers, such as dedication to the job and orga-
nizational commitment (Brown et al. 2005; Brown and
Trevifio 2006). Neubert et al. (2009) further proposed that
ethical leadership behavior is primarily concerned with
procedural justice in terms of listening and fair decision-
making.

We contend that ethical leadership may moderate the
relationship between procedural justice and job insecu-
rity for two reasons. First, ethical managers perform in a
fair, honest, and trustworthy manner. As a result,
employees under their ethical leadership will perceive the
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organization’s procedures to be credible, and will have the
confidence to rely on these procedures to reduce uncertainty
about their job. In contrast, employees working under
managers who exhibit unfair and dishonest behavior will
perceive an inconsistency between the organization’s pro-
cedures and leadership behavior. They may then query
whether the fair procedures in place are credible information
that helps them to predict the future, and are less likely to rely
on procedural justice to cope with uncertainty. Lin et al.
(2009) further noted that when leaders have a strong sense of
morality, procedural justice becomes important and conse-
quential because employees use it to infer how they will be
treated by the organization. Second, ethical leaders convey
their ethical expectations to employees through open two-
way communication (Brown et al. 2005). Their emphasis on
adherence to organizational policies and practices should
draw employees’ attention to the organization’s fair proce-
dures, making procedural fairness sufficiently salient to
stand out in the organizational context. Consequently,
employees tend to believe that procedural justice is impor-
tant in judging whether they can remain members of the
organization. In contrast, managers who display poor ethical
leadership avoid discussing fairness and ethics with their
employees. Employees working under such managers are
less likely to rely on procedural fairness to cope with job
uncertainty. On the strength of this argument, we propose
that ethical leadership may accentuate the negative rela-
tionship between procedural justice and job insecurity.

Hypothesis 2 Ethical leadership moderates the relation-
ship between procedural justice and job insecurity such that
the relationship is stronger under a high level of ethical
leadership than under a low level of ethical leadership.

Employee Power Distance Orientation

Thus far, we have drawn largely on uncertainty manage-
ment theory (Lind 2001) to hypothesize a negative rela-
tionship between procedural justice and job insecurity. We
further propose that ethical leadership, due to its strong
emphasis on fair procedures within the organization, may
enhance this negative relationship. However, the extent of
this moderating effect may depend on how employees react
to their leaders’ values and behavior. One major individual
characteristic that determines such reactions is employee
power distance orientation (Hofstede and Hofstede 2005;
Kirkman et al. 2009). Referring to the extent to which an
individual accepts the unequal distribution of power in
institutions and organizations (Farh et al. 2007), power
distance orientation addresses the individual-level variation
in cultural value relating to status, authority, and leadership
behavior in organizations.
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Employees with a higher power distance orientation
value status differences and are more receptive to organi-
zational hierarchy. They show strong respect and deference
to the figures of authority in the organization (Hofstede and
Hofstede 2005). In their eyes, leaders or managers are
people of a different type (Hofstede 1980). They may think
that copying the behavior of managers is inappropriate, and
tend not to request information from high-ranking authority
figures (Atwater et al. 2002). Thus, high-power-distance
employees prefer to have less communication with and
maintain greater social distance from managers (Farh et al.
2007). Low-power-distance employees, in contrast, are
egalitarian and are less likely to submit to authority (Lam
et al. 2002). They like to participate in organizational
decision-making, and perceive managers to be socially
close in terms of work experience and job responsibilities.
Frequent and open communication with managers is
preferred and expected (Kirkman et al. 2009).

Due to these differences in orientation, we propose that
the moderating effect of ethical leadership on the rela-
tionship between procedural justice and job insecurity will
be stronger among employees who have a low, rather than
a high, power distance orientation. The promotion of eth-
ical standards and two-way communications under ethical
leadership fits well with the low power distance cultural
values of participative decision-making and direct com-
munication with superiors. Further, as low-power-distance
employees stress power equality and do not value status
differences, they tend to treat managers as similar others,
which should facilitate the social learning process in the
presence of ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005; Salancik
and Pfeffer 1978). The procedural fairness promoted by
ethical managers is attractive to low-power-distance
employees, as they use it as a way to satisfy their need for
self-determination and control at work (Lam et al. 2002).
Conversely, high-power-distance employees consider
moral managers to be more distant figures within the
organizational hierarchy. They prefer an autocratic man-
agement style (Bialas 2009), and are less likely to interpret
and learn the ethical codes of their managers. Their
avoidance of communication with superiors also attenuates
the attention that they pay to the procedural justice high-
lighted by ethical leaders. This leads to the following
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3 There is a three-way interaction effect of
procedural justice, ethical leadership, and power distance
orientation on job insecurity. The moderating effect of
ethical leadership on the negative relationship between
procedural justice and job insecurity is strong among low-
power-distance employees and weak among high-power-
distance employees.
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Method
Sample and Procedure

Survey data were collected in May 2010 from the
employees of two garment manufacturing companies, one
located in Macau and the other located in Zhuhai in
mainland China. The cities are in the south of China and
are close to each other. The two manufacturing facilities
share the same ownership, and there are no notable dif-
ferences between them in terms of leadership and pro-
duction operation, thus justifying the merging of our data
into a single sample. With the assistance of the human
resources department of the two companies, we distributed
a questionnaire to 196 employees at the Macau site and 283
employees at the Zhuhai site. The cover page of the
questionnaire assured the respondents of their anonymity
and the voluntary nature of the study. We received 381
completed and usable surveys, of which 149 were from
Macau and 232 from Zhuhai, representing response rates of
76 and 82%, respectively. Among the respondents in the
full sample, 76% were females, 44% were aged between 31
and 40, and 52% were pieceworkers. Their average tenure
with the organization was 4.65 years.

Measures

The respondents rated items for all of the measures, except
for the control variables, on a six-point Likert-type scale
(1 = “strongly disagree” to 6 = “strongly agree”).

Procedural Justice

We used Moorman’s (1991) seven-item scale to measure
this construct. A sample item is “In my organization,
procedures are designed to provide opportunities to appeal
or challenge personnel decisions.” The Cronbach’s alpha
for this scale was 0.88.

Ethical Leadership

We adopted the ten-item ethical leadership scale developed
by Brown et al. (2005). A sample question is “My super-
visor conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner.”
The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.87.

Power Distance Orientation

This construct was measured by seven items of the mea-
surement scale used by Kirkman et al. (2009). One sample
question is “In most situations, managers should make
decisions without consulting their subordinates.” The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.65.

Job Insecurity

We used the five-item version of the job security scale of
Kraimer et al. (2005) to measure job insecurity. A sample
item is “My job will be there as long as I want it.” We
reverse-coded all five items to measure job insecurity. The
scale’s coefficient alpha in this study was 0.76.

Control Variables

Previous studies have suggested that job insecurity is
related to employees’ demographic characteristics, such as
gender, organizational tenure, and occupational group (e.g.,
Cheng and Chan 2008; De Witte 1999). We thus controlled
gender, organizational tenure, and job type in our analysis.
Gender was coded O for male respondents and 1 for female
participants. Organizational tenure was measured by the
number of years that the respondents had worked for the
company. Job type was coded O for non-pieceworkers
and 1 for pieceworkers. As our data were collected from
two locations, we also controlled for firm (0 = Macau
employees, 1 = Zhuhai employees) during the analysis.

Analytical Strategy

We tested our hypotheses using a series of hierarchical
regression analyses. In testing the moderating role of eth-
ical leadership and power distance orientation, we intro-
duced interaction terms in the regression analyses in the
manner suggested by Frazier et al. (2004). To avoid the
problem of multicollinearity, we mean-centered the inde-
pendent variable and the moderators before computing the
interaction terms (Aiken and West 1991). In testing the
two-way interaction effect, we entered procedural justice in
the first step, ethical leadership in the second step, and
finally the interaction term (i.e., procedural justice with
ethical leadership) in the final step. A similar procedure
was used to test the three-way interaction effect. We
entered the independent variable and the two moderators in
the first step, the three two-way interaction terms (i.e.,
procedural justice with ethical leadership, procedural jus-
tice with power distance orientation, and ethical leadership
with power distance orientation) in the second step, and
finally the three-way interaction term in the final step.

Results

To confirm the validity of the study constructs, we
employed structural equation modeling estimated by
maximum likelihood method to conduct confirmatory fac-
tor analysis (CFA) using LISREL 8.71. The overall model
fit was assessed by goodness-of-fit indices, including

@ Springer



366

R. Loi et al.

comparative fit index (CFI), incremental fit index (IFI), and
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). A
reasonable model fit is indicated by CFI and IFI values of
above 0.90 and RMSEA value of below 0.08. The four-
factor measurement model had a model Chi-square of
1065.32 (P < 0.01) with 371 degrees of freedom (normed
Chi-square coefficient: 2.87). The CFI was 0.91, the IFI
was 0.91, and the RMSEA was 0.069. The model fit for a
one-factor model (i.e., with all of the items loaded together
on one factor) had a Chi-square of 2434.88 (P < 0.01) with
377 degrees of freedom (normed Chi-square coefficient:
6.46), CFI = 0.74, IFI = 0.75, and RMSEA = 0.15. A
significant difference in Chi-square between the two
models was noted (AX2(6) = 1369.56, P < 0.001). The
CFA results thus suggest that the respondents were able to
clearly distinguish the constructs under study.

The means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations
among the variables are shown in Table 1. Procedural
justice is significantly related to job insecurity (r = —0.31,
P < 0.01), which is consistent with our prediction. Ethical

leadership is significantly related to both procedural justice
(r =0.33, P <0.01) and job insecurity (r = —0.28, P <
0.01).

The hierarchical regression results for testing Hypothe-
ses 1 and 2 are reported in Table 2. Model 1 includes only
the control variables, whereas Model 2 includes also pro-
cedural justice. In support of Hypothesis 1, procedural
justice is negatively related to job insecurity (f = —0.34;
P < 0.01), as shown in Model 2 of Table 2. To test whe-
ther ethical leadership moderates this negative relationship,
we entered the main effect of ethical leadership in Model 3
and the interaction term of procedural justice with ethical
leadership in Model 4. Including this interaction term
explains an additional 4% of the variance in job insecurity,
and its coefficient is negative and significant (f = —0.19;
P < 0.01). In showing this two-way interaction effect, we
followed Aiken and West’s (1991) suggestion and plotted
the slopes of procedural justice against job insecurity with
a high ethical leadership (one standard deviation above the
mean score of ethical leadership) and with a low ethical

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and inter-correlations for the study variables

Variables Mean SD 2 3 4 5

1. Organizational tenure 4.65 6.17 -
(Year)

2 Procedural justice 3.83 0.68 —0.17%%* (0.88)
3 Ethical leadership 3.79 0.60 0.01 0.33%* (0.87)
4. Power distance orientation 3.32 0.53 0.20%* 0.09 0.17%* (0.65)
5 Job insecurity 3.24 0.65 —0.08 —0.31** —0.28** —0.12%* (0.76)
Note N ranges from 374 to 381
Cronbach’s alphas are reported on the diagonal in parentheses
* P <0.05; ** P <0.01
Table 2 Regression results for the testing of hypotheses 1 and 2
Variables Job insecurity
Models 1 2 3 4
Gender (female = 1) —0.03 —0.02 —0.04 —0.04
Organizational tenure (year) —0.17* —0.22%* —0.22%%* —0.20%*
Firm (Zhuhai = 1) —0.16* —0.15% —0.15% 0.13
Work type (piecework = 1) —0.00 0.01 —0.01 0.02
Procedural justice (PJ) —0.34%%* —0.27%%* —0.27%%*
Ethical leadership (EL) —0.19%* —0.21%*
PJ x EL —0.19%*
R? 0.01 0.12 0.15 0.19
F statistic 2.06%* 11.28%%* 11.96%%* 12.99%%*
AR? 0.11 0.03 0.04
AF statistic 47.13%% 13.46%* 16.15%*

Note N = 373; * P < 0.05; ** P < 0.01

All of the regression results are standardized coefficients
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leadership (one standard deviation below the mean score of
ethical leadership). Figure 1 clearly shows that the negative
relationship between procedural justice and job insecurity
is stronger under a high level of ethical leadership. This
result supports Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 3 proposes a three-way interaction effect
among procedural justice, ethical leadership, and power
distance orientation on job insecurity. In analyzing the
three-way interaction effect, we created three additional
regression models, following the suggestion of Aiken and
West (1991). Specifically, as shown in Table 3, we entered
the main effect of power distance orientation in Model 5,
the two-way interaction terms in Model 6, and the three-
way interaction term in Model 7. The three-way interaction
term included in Model 7 is positive and significant
(f = 0.18, P < 0.05). We also followed Aiken and West’s
(1991) suggestion in plotting the moderated relationship of
procedural justice and ethical leadership on job insecurity
at a high power distance orientation (one standard devia-
tion above the mean score for power distance orientation)
and a low power distance orientation (one standard devi-
ation below the mean score for power distance orientation).
Figure 2 presents this significant three-way interaction
effect graphically. It shows that ethical leadership enhances
the negative relationship between procedural justice and
job insecurity for low-power-distance employees (Fig. 2a),
but that this moderating effect does not exist for high-
power-distance employees (Fig. 2b). Hypothesis 3 is thus
supported.

Discussion

This study investigates whether an organization’s adher-
ence to ethical standards can help employees to cope with
job insecurity, a stream of research that remains largely
unexplored in the current literature. Two ethical concerns
in the workplace, procedural justice and ethical leadership,
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Fig. 1 Two-way interaction effect: ethical leadership moderates the
relationship between procedural justice and job insecurity

Table 3 Regression results for the testing of hypothesis 3

Variables Job insecurity

Models 5 6 7
Gender (female = 1) —0.05 —0.05 —0.04
Organizational tenure (year) —0.21%%  —0.17*%*  —0.17**
Firm (Zhuhai = 1) —0.16*%*  —0.14* —0.13*
Work type (Piecework = 1) —0.00 —0.00 —0.01
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PJ x EL —0.18**  —0.05
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EL x PD —0.15%*  —0.17%*
PJ x EL x PD 0.18*
R 0.15 0.21 0.22
F statistic 10.52%%* 10.87%%* 10.497%*

AR? 0.06 0.01
AF statistic 9.87%* 5.47%

Note N = 373; * P < 0.05; ** P < 0.01
All of the regression results are standardized coefficients
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Fig. 2 Three-way interaction effect among procedural justice, ethical
leadership, and power distance orientation on job insecurity. a Low-
power-distance employees. b High-power-distance employees

were examined. As predicted, we found that employees
perceive less job insecurity when procedural justice is
higher, and that ethical leadership further enhances this
negative relationship. In addition, the interaction effect is
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more pronounced among employees with a low power
distance orientation. Our findings have several important
implications.

First, the results enhance our understanding of the
antecedents of job insecurity among employees, and
highlight how ethical practice in an organization plays a
role in the development of employees’ sense of job inse-
curity. Our results show that employees rely on an orga-
nization’s fair procedures to judge their future. In situations
of low procedural justice, employees feel their job conti-
nuity to be less predictable and controllable (De Witte
1999). The literature (Brockner 2010; Lind and Van den
Bos 2002) suggests that when employees are uncertain
about their standing as members of an organization, the
effect of procedural justice on employee work outcomes is
magnified. Our study extends this research and demon-
strates that procedural justice has a direct impact on
reducing job uncertainty. The results also echo Tyler and
Lind’s (1992) relational model, which highlights the cru-
cial role of procedural fairness when individuals are eval-
uating whether they are included or excluded in a
collective group. Some justice scholars (Lind 2001; Van
den Bos et al. 1997) have proposed the substitutability of
the various dimensions of justice, and future research could
investigate whether perceptions of other dimensions of
justice, such as distributive, interpersonal, or informational
justice, play a similar role to procedural justice in helping
employees to cope with job insecurity.

Second, this study sheds new light on research into
organizational justice and ethical leadership. The result for
the two-way interaction effect provides empirical evidence
that ethical leadership behavior can help organizations to
apply fair procedures to help employees to deal with job
insecurity. In addition to designing consistent, accurate,
and bias-avoiding policies and procedures (Leventhal
1980), organizations also needs ethical agents to reinforce
and execute these procedural rules. The existing literature
usually focuses on the independent impact of fair proce-
dures or ethical leadership on employee outcomes (e.g.,
Brown et al. 2005; Colquitt et al. 2001; Konovsky 2000;
Mayer et al. 2009). Our study shows that ethical leadership
can effectively assist leaders to promote the saliency of
procedural fairness to employees. It is thus more fruitful for
organizations to have both fair procedures and moral
managers in place to cope with perceptions of job insecu-
rity effectively.

Perhaps the most important set of results pertains to the
three-way interaction effect among procedural justice,
ethical leadership, and power distance orientation. Our
results imply that, even if organizations find moral man-
agers to execute and promote fair procedures, it is equally
important to have a good match between leaders and fol-
lowers. Compared with employees with a high power

@ Springer

distance, low-power-distance employees, because of their
perceived closeness to and similarity with their managers,
are more attracted to the procedural justice promoted by
ethical leaders. Brown and Trevifio (2006) advised that
future research on ethical leadership should closely
examine the distance between leaders and followers, as it
has a significant impact on how ethical leaders are per-
ceived and the outcomes with which they are associated.
This study answers this call and finds that followers’ power
distance orientation appears to be a crucial boundary con-
dition for the influence of effective ethical leadership.
Future research should extend this line of enquiry by
exploring the potential impact of other components of
leader—follower distance, such as their distance in terms of
the organizational hierarchy.

Managerial Implications

The findings of this study have important practical impli-
cations for organizations in addressing employee job
insecurity. As job insecurity may not be an inherent con-
sequence of downsizing or massive restructuring, but rather
a subjective definition by employees (Sverke and Hellgren
2002), employers should ensure that fair procedures are in
place at all times. Consistent and representative organiza-
tional policies that apply to all employees should be put in
place at the establishment of the business. Further, as
employees may have different expectations about work
procedures due to changes in the economic environment,
organizations are advised to revise written policies to better
address their strategic direction and the changing needs of
employees (Cropanzano and Byrne 2001). In all cases,
adequate notice should be afforded to employees to
maintain their sense that their job continuity is predictable
and controllable.

The findings on the moderating effects of ethical lead-
ership and power distance orientation also warrant addi-
tional managerial attention. As ethical managers are crucial
in conveying the importance of procedural justice to
employees, organizations should cultivate more ethical
leadership behavior among their managers at all levels.
More ethical leaders can be developed through selection
and training. During the recruitment process, employers
can signal to the job candidates that they value ethical
leadership, which will attract applicants characterized by
high moral intensity (Brown and Trevifio 2006). Training
that emphasizes moral reasoning and moral awareness is
also necessary to facilitate the development of ethical
leadership behavior.

As power distance orientation plays an important role in
moderating the effect of ethical leadership, managers
should be aware of the varying power distance orientation
of their employees. For low-power-distance employees,
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invitations to engage in open communication and partici-
pation may be a better way of conveying the message that
the organization uses fair procedures. Conversely, as high-
power-distance employees tend to obey managers and
follow orders without question, managers of such
employees may need to exhibit a strong and benevolently
paternalistic leadership style that directs their attention
more strongly toward the importance of procedural justice
(Aycan 2006; Kirkman et al. 2009).

Limitations and Conclusion

Like all studies, this research is not without its limitations.
First, given the cross-sectional research design, any infer-
ence of causality among the variables must be accepted
with caution. For example, it may be possible that job-
insecure employees tend to perceive an organization’s
procedures to be unfair. Future longitudinal research to
determine the direction of causality is thus strongly rec-
ommended. Second, as our respondents provided self-
reported ratings of the study variables, the results of this
study may be tainted by common method variance. How-
ever, in the research design, we implemented procedural
remedies such as assuring response anonymity and
reminding our respondents that there was no right or wrong
answer to the questions. Such procedures are known to
reduce the threat of common method bias (Podsakoff et al.
2003). Moreover, the focus of the study is the interaction
effect, which is less likely to be inflated by common
method bias (Evans 1985; Lin et al. 2009; McClelland and
Judd 1993). The results of our CFA also show that the

Table 4 List of measurement items

respondents were able to clearly distinguish the constructs
under study. Third, although we collected our data in dif-
ferent cities, the two companies were sister companies in
the same industry, and all of the respondents were led by
the same management group. This may limit the general-
izability of our findings to other enterprises and cultural
contexts. Future research could explore whether the rela-
tionships identified here can be applied in other industries
and in a cross-cultural context. Finally, the alpha coeffi-
cient of power distance orientation in this study was only
marginal at 0.65. However, this level of reliability is
comparable with the alpha values reported in past studies
(e.g., Begley et al. 2002; Dorfman and Howell 1988;
Kirkman et al. 2009). Thus, our results are unlikely to be
seriously affected.

To conclude, job insecurity is a key concern for
employees nowadays. It is necessary for the management
of modern organizations to overcome such negative feel-
ings to maintain a healthy workplace. This research adds to
our understanding of how procedural justice, coupled with
ethical leadership, can help to reduce perceived job inse-
curity. It also highlights the importance of appropriately
matching procedural justice and ethical leadership with the
power distance orientation of employees. Extending the
theory and results of this study to other organizational
contexts is certainly warranted.

Appendix

See Table 4.

Procedural justice

(1) In my organization, personnel procedures are designed to collect accurate information necessary for making personnel decisions.

(2) In my organization, procedures are designed to provide opportunities to appeal or challenge personnel decisions.

(3) In my organization, procedures are designed to have all sides affected by personnel decisions represented.

(4) In my organization, procedures are designed to generate standards so that personnel decisions can be made with consistency.

(5) In my organization, procedures are designed to hear the concerns of all those affected by personnel decisions.

(6) In my organization, procedures are designed to provide useful feedback regarding personnel decisions and their implementation.

(7) In my organization, procedures are designed to allow requests for clarification or additional information about personnel decisions.

Ethical leadership
(1) My supervisor listens to what employees have to say.

(2) My supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethical standards.

(3) My supervisor conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner.

(4) My supervisor has the best interests of employees in mind.
(5) My supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions.

(6) My supervisor can be trusted.

(7) My supervisor discusses business ethics or values with employees.

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

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

@ Springer
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Table 4 continued

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

Power distance orientation

(1) In most situations, managers should make decisions without consulting their subordinates.

(2) In work-related matters, managers have a right to expect obedience from their subordinates.

(3) Employees who often question authority sometimes keep their managers from being effective.

(4) Once a top-level executive makes a decision, people working for the company should not question it.

(5) Employees should not express disagreements with their managers.

(6) Managers should be able to make the right decisions without consulting with others.

(7) Managers who let their employees participate in decisions lose power.

Job insecurity

(1) If my current organization were facing economic problems, my job would not be the first to go. (R)

(2) I am confident that I will be able to work for my organization as long as I wish. (R)

(3) My job will be there as long as I want it. (R)

(4) Regardless of economic conditions, I will have a job at my current organization. (R)

(5) I am secure in my job. (R)

Notes (R) denotes reverse-coded items
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