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Abstract Despite the general expectation that ethical

leadership fosters employees’ ethical behaviors, surpris-

ingly little empirical effort has been made to verify this

expected effect of ethical leadership. To address this re-

search gap, we examine the role of ethical leadership in

relation to a direct ethical outcome of employees: moral

voice. Focusing on how and when ethical leadership mo-

tivates employees to speak up about ethical issues, we

propose that moral efficacy serves as a psychological

mechanism underlying the relationship, and that leader–

follower value congruence serves as a boundary condition

for the effect of ethical leadership on moral efficacy. We

tested the proposed relationships with matched reports

from 154 Korean white-collar employees and their imme-

diate supervisors, collected at two different points in time.

The results revealed that ethical leadership was positively

related to moral voice, and moral efficacy mediated the

relationship. Importantly, as the relationship between

ethical leadership and moral efficacy depended on leader–

follower value congruence, the mediated relationship was

effective only under high leader–follower value congru-

ence. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

Keywords Ethical leadership � Moral voice � Moral

efficacy � Leader–follower value congruence

Following a series of major ethics scandals, not only in

business organizations but also in government, non-profit,

or even religious organizations, there has been increasing

research efforts to understand the role of ethical leadership

(Brown and Treviño 2006; Schaubroeck et al. 2012).

Ethical leadership is defined 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’’ (Brown et al. 2005,

p. 120). Ethical leadership, like other types of leadership

(e.g., transformational and authentic leadership), has been

related to generally desirable employee attitudes and be-

haviors, including job satisfaction, organizational com-

mitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job

performance (Brown et al. 2005; Kacmar et al. 2011;

Walumbwa et al. 2011).

Despite this progress, however, not much has been

known about the effect of ethical leadership on more direct

ethical outcomes, such as employee moral behaviors. This

is unfortunate because, given its definition, the essence of

ethical leadership that distinguishes itself from other types

of leadership is in its unique contribution to foster ethical

behaviors. Although a few recent studies have provided

some evidence that ethical leadership is functional in re-

ducing employees’ unethical behaviors (Mayer et al. 2012;

Schaubroeck et al. 2012), ethical behaviors cannot be

equated with the reverse of unethical behaviors. Reduced

unethical behaviors do not necessarily mean increased

ethical behaviors; instead, they can be independent of each

other, albeit correlated (Hannah et al. 2011). Therefore, it
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seems warranted to examine whether ethical leadership is

indeed effective in its essential function—promoting em-

ployees’ ethical behaviors. By doing so, we would build

direct evidence that ethical leadership can be an active

enabler of proactive ethical behaviors beyond simply being

a suppressor of misconduct.

In an attempt to fill this knowledge gap, we extend the

current literature in three ways. First, we examine an ex-

plicit ethical behavior of employees—moral voice—as the

outcome of ethical leadership. Voice is defined as nonre-

quired behavior that emphasizes the expression of con-

structive challenges for improvement rather than mere

criticism (Van Dyne and LePine 1998), and moral voice in

this study refers to the act of speaking out against unethical

issues, in particular. Voice behavior, in general, tends to

create tension, discomfort, or damage to one’s public im-

age and relationships with others, potentially putting his or

her position in danger (Detert and Burris 2007; Liu et al.

2010; Milliken et al. 2003). For instance, challenging voice

likely generates conflict with the status quo and implicit or

explicit disagreement and confrontation with others, espe-

cially managers. When an employee suggests altering ‘‘the

way things are’’ in the organization, the voice may conflict

with the viewpoints of managers who are responsible for

overseeing or sustaining such practices and routines. As a

consequence, the employee can be labeled as a trouble-

maker or complainer, which may lead to a negative per-

formance evaluation (Milliken et al. 2003; Morrison 2011).

Moral voice, in particular, is likely to be accompanied by

an even greater deal of personal risk and fear in that such a

proactive reaction to injustice in the organization might

entail a backlash or even an act of retaliation from the

target of moral voice (Morrison 2011). As much as it is

sensitive and difficult, moral voice should be given proper

attention for the good of the organization because of its

potential to keep the organization healthy and sustainable.

We thus suggest that moral voice is a unique and important

outcome to investigate in relation to ethical leadership.

Second, by considering employee moral efficacy as a

cognitive mechanism underlying the relationship between

ethical leadership and employee moral voice, we attempt to

enrich our understanding of how ethical leadership pro-

motes moral voice. Moral efficacy is defined as ‘‘an indi-

vidual’s belief in his or her capabilities to organize and

mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, means, and

courses of action needed to attain moral performance,

within a given moral domain’’ (Hannah et al. 2011, p. 675).

Although no study to our knowledge has examined its role

in the relationship between ethical leadership and ethical

behaviors, moral efficacy is proposed to be a significant

psychological determinant regarding the levels of moral

motivation and moral action (Hannah et al. 2011). We

examine the extent to which ethical leadership works

through moral efficacy to influence moral voice. Exploring

moral efficacy as a proximal pathway to moral voice also

facilitates our effort to identify an important boundary

condition of the ethical leadership–moral efficacy–moral

voice relationship, which we discuss next.

Third, we further enhance our understanding of the role

of ethical leadership in promoting moral efficacy and voice

by probing the moderating effect of leader–follower value

congruence. The term leader–follower value congruence is

defined in this study as the perceived similarity between

values held by a leader and a follower (Brown and Treviño

2009; Edwards and Cable 2009). Although ethical leader-

ship may generally have a positive impact on followers’

moral efficacy and moral voice, the extent to which ethical

leadership ultimately results in positive outcomes may

depend on followers’ value-laden points-of-view regarding

their leader’s behaviors. Therefore, we propose that leader–

follower value congruence will act as a boundary condition

of the predicted relationship between ethical leadership and

moral efficacy, and thus moral voice.

In summary, the purpose of this study is threefold to

investigate (1) the ethical leadership–employee moral

voice relationship; (2) the mediating role of moral efficacy

in such a relationship; and (3) the moderating role of

leader–follower value congruence in the ethical leader-

ship–moral efficacy–moral voice relationship. The result-

ing integrative model of moderated mediation will help

advance our knowledge regarding the role of ethical lead-

ership in organizations by shedding light on how and when

the ethical leadership effect operates to promote employee

moral voice. Figure 1 summarizes the proposed

relationships.

Theory and Hypotheses

Ethical Leadership and Moral Voice

According to Treviño and her colleagues (2000), in order to

be (or to be perceived as) an ethical leader, one should be

both a moral person and a moral manager. A moral person

is typified by such characteristics as honesty, integrity,

trustworthiness, and fairness. He or she presents concern

for others with an open mind, does what is right, and sticks

to ethical standards when making decisions. Although

Brown, Treviño, and their colleagues (e.g., Brown et al.

2005; Brown and Mitchell 2010; Brown and Treviño 2006)

acknowledge that normatively appropriate ethical stan-

dards may vary across social settings, they limit the var-

iation to a matter of degree within the range of commonly

accepted moral virtues and their behavioral manifestations.

In other words, although some of these virtues (e.g.,

openness and integrity) in certain contexts may not be as
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important ethical standards as in other contexts, this rela-

tive standing does not imply that such virtues and behav-

iors are unethical in those social settings. Thus, the general

content of ethical leadership (e.g., altruistic deeds and

honesty) is broadly acknowledged while specific aspects of

ethical leadership may be differently emphasized across

contexts (Brown and Mitchell 2010). In fact, Resick et al.

(2006) found that four aspects of ethical leadership (i.e.,

integrity, altruism, collective motivation, and encourage-

ment) were commonly endorsed as crucial to ethical

leadership across cultures, while the degree of endorsement

for each aspect varied across cultures. As an ethical leader,

he or she also needs to be a moral manager who uses the

tools of his or her position to serve as a model. A moral

manager coaches appropriate behaviors in the workplace

and rewards and disciplines followers, depending on

whether they respect or violate ethical standards. We pro-

pose that as leaders engage in ethical leadership, followers

are likely to express moral voice.

Voice behavior is ‘‘target-sensitive’’ in general because

the consequences of voice may be swayed by the individual

to whom employees speak (Detert and Burris 2007; McCall

2001; Van Dyne and LePine 1998); in the case of moral

voice particularly involving personal risk and fear, the is-

sue becomes even more sensitive. Also, followers can

simply support or echo their leader’s voice against une-

thical problems in public, a situation that may appear to be

less risky on the surface. Even then, however, the moral

voice is often directed toward other members or their or-

ganization, which may render the followers vulnerable to

experiencing interpersonal conflict or disadvantage. Given

its nature of entailing personal risk, moral voice shares

some common ground with whistle-blowing. Whistle-

blowing is defined as the act of disclosing illegal or im-

moral practices or incidents (Near and MiCeli 1985). Both

behaviors are based on a moral motive and potentially lead

to personal risk because they challenge the status quo.

Recent developments in the voice literature, however,

indicate that moral voice can be differentiated from whis-

tle-blowing in an important way (Liang et al. 2012; Mor-

rison, 2011; Van Dyne et al. 1995). While whistle-blowing

typically involves an employee’s communication in an

anonymous manner to parties outside of organizations,

which can put the organization in danger, moral voice

concerns open communication directed toward insiders

rather than outsiders and is intended to improve one’s or-

ganization (Liang et al. 2012).

According to social cognitive theory (Bandura 1986,

1997), credible and attractive leaders may become a target

of emulation by creating a fair work environment (Brown

et al. 2005; Mayer et al. 2012). Ethical leaders provide the

guidelines and support that shape social norms regarding

the ‘‘right’’ actions and justice in the given contexts

(Brown and Treviño 2006). Followers mimic ethical

leaders’ socially justified actions and learn the types of

behavior that are expected of them and the norms for be-

having through both personal and vicarious experiences

(Bandura 1977, 1986; Brown and Treviño 2006). In addi-

tion, by virtue of their position, leaders have the power to

allocate rewards and punishments. As a result, followers

are likely to engage in desired behaviors, as they are aware

that their behaviors may be rewarded or disciplined, ac-

cording to ethical standards. Thus, if, as a legitimate role

model, an ethical leader creates a fair environment where

ethical standards are clear and ethical behaviors are prop-

erly regarded, followers are likely to be inspired to make

remarks about ethical issues. Moreover, when ethical

leaders display their trustworthiness and impartiality by

gathering followers’ opinions and reflecting on their sug-

gestions in decision-making processes, followers are likely

to reciprocate with beneficial work behaviors, such as

moral voice (Brown and Mitchell 2010; Mayer et al. 2009).

For example, without ethical leadership, it may not nec-

essarily be perceived as unethical for followers to turn a

blind eye to colleagues’ immoral conduct. When ethical

leadership is present, however, it becomes unethical to do

so, and thus, followers are more likely to speak out against

such immoral deeds.

Although few studies have examined the relationship

between ethical leadership and employee moral voice,

prior research provides some support for our prediction.

For example, it is suggested that if followers have confi-

dence in the ethical nature of their leader, they will be

willing to accept the potential risks of reporting problems

Ethical Leadership Moral Efficacy Moral Voice

Leader-Follower
Value Congruence

Fig. 1 Research model
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to management (Brown et al. 2005; Graham 1986; Mayer

et al. 1995; Schaubroeck et al. 2012). In a similar vein,

Edmonson (2003) found that followers tend to feel less

personal risk when engaging in honest communication with

a transformational leader who pays attention to and initi-

ates action based on followers’ opinions. Therefore, we

propose that employees are likely to voice moral concerns

when they perceive their leaders as being ethical.

Hypothesis 1 Ethical leadership is positively related to

moral voice.

The Mediating Role of Moral Efficacy

The ethical leadership–moral voice relationship can be

explained more fully by examining the mediating role of

moral efficacy. That is, to the extent that followers’ per-

ceptions of a leader’s ethicality produce a change in their

follower’s moral efficacy, ethical leadership will exert a

positive effect on moral voice. Efficacy belief, as a task-

specific motivational construct, has been proposed to affect

people’s choice of action and the amount and persistence of

effort to execute the action (Bandura, 1997; Stajkovic

2006). There exists ample empirical evidence supporting

the role of efficacy beliefs across levels of analysis (Gully

et al. 2002; Stajkovic et al. 2009; Stajkovic and Luthans

1998). As a kind of efficacy belief specifically related to

moral behavior, moral efficacy is expected to influence

moral voice because one’s belief that he or she can effec-

tively handle what is necessary to attain moral performance

helps him/her to actually express his/her concerns about

moral issues (Hannah et al. 2011).

At the same time, moral efficacy can be an important

cognitive pathway mediating the effect of ethical leaders’

behaviors on followers’ moral voice. Ethical leaders may

promote followers’ moral efficacy by acting as role models

who represent integrity, ethical awareness, and a people

orientation (Bandura 1986, 1997). As social cognitive

theory suggests, once people learn the rules and strategies

that their models use, they have the strengthened belief that

they can execute those rules and strategies ‘‘to generate

new instances of behavior that go beyond what they have

seen or heard’’ (Bandura 1997, p. 93). By observing what is

ethical from their leaders and by learning how to perform

their jobs in ethical ways (Walumbwa et al. 2011), fol-

lowers realize that they not only need to be sensitive to

moral issues at work but also need to speak up when ob-

serving practices against established moral standards.

Moreover, ethical leaders value the means as well as the

outcomes (Walumbwa et al. 2011). Coupled with a genuine

interest in followers’ welfare and development, such

leadership can lead to a psychologically safe environment,

in which a reduced psychological burden of producing

maximum outcomes helps followers reserve their cognitive

and affective resources to properly deal with moral issues

whenever necessary. Too much anxiety and stress con-

cerning only outcomes will likely drain employees’ psy-

chological capacities, and as a consequence, some moral

issues may go undetected, or even when detected, may not

be critically addressed with timely action. Furthermore, an

ethical leader not only asks, ‘‘What is the right thing to

do?’’ to followers, but also considers their opinions when

making decisions. Such experiences help followers to de-

velop ethical decision-making skills by learning what

ethical standards are and how to systematically apply the

standards. As a result, this builds up followers’ ‘‘potential

response repertoires’’ with such skills (Hannah and Avolio

2010, p. 28). In addition, realizing that their input is heard

by their leader and is actually reflected in decisions is

likely to serve as a significant persuasive process that in-

creases followers’ moral efficacy (Bandura 1997).

While the ethical leadership–moral efficacy relationship

has been subjected to little empirical examination, there is

some evidence supporting the relationship. For example,

Schaubroeck et al. (2012) found that ethical leadership was

indirectly associated with followers’ moral efficacy

through shaping ethical culture. In addition, feedback from

credible sources (Eden and Aviram 1993) and empowering

leadership (Resick et al. 2006), both of which are consid-

ered as the characteristics of ethical leaders, have been

found to enhance followers’ self-efficacy. Given the above

arguments and empirical findings, we expect moral efficacy

to operate as a mediator in the relationship between ethical

leadership and moral voice.

Hypothesis 2 Moral efficacy mediates the ethical lead-

ership–moral voice relationship.

The Moderating Role of Value Congruence

We further suggest that leader–follower value congruence

will act as a boundary condition of the relationship between

ethical leadership and moral efficacy. Research suggests

that considering personal values will facilitate our under-

standing of the relationship between leaders and followers

(Brown and Treviño 2009). As relatively enduring beliefs

that form guiding principles for attitudes, behaviors, and

decisions (Rokeach 1968; Suar and Khuntia 2010), per-

sonal values have profound implications on individuals’

lives in general. When it comes to leader–follower rela-

tionships, value congruence between a follower and a

leader becomes immediately salient (Erdogan et al. 2004).

Congruent values between a follower and an ethical

leader can facilitate the development of the follower’s

moral efficacy through role modeling. Two parties with

high value congruence tend to share some aspects of
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information processing in common, resulting in smoother

communication between each other (Meglino and Ravlin

1998). High value congruence between the leader and the

follower may imply that the follower’s moral decision

criterion is similar to that of the leader. As a result, the

follower can promptly adapt to the leader’s ethical be-

haviors (Ostroff et al. 2005), which in turn helps the fol-

lower to develop confident beliefs in moral performance.

Also, value congruence functions as a criterion in

evaluating the leader’s ethical behavior and in taking ac-

tions or reactions after observing the leader’s ethical be-

havior. With high value congruence, the follower is more

likely to pay attention to the leader’s behaviors with a

positive point-of-view. Moreover, when two parties’ in-

terests and characteristics are well matched, they tend to be

more attracted to, committed to, and attached to each other

(Amodio and Showers 2005; Zhang and Bloemer 2011).

Thus, when observing the ethical behaviors of leaders

whose values are congruent with those of followers, the

followers are more likely to believe that they are well

aware of the ethical standards and to feel confident re-

garding their own ethical behaviors.

In contrast, we expect value incongruence to obstruct

the follower’s perception of the leader’s ethical behavior

from being translated into the follower’s moral efficacy.

Leader–follower value incongruence means that there is

significant discrepancy in the interests, goals, and guiding

principles involving decisions and actions (Brown and

Treviño 2009). Value incongruence thus may lead to

ethical leadership being considered as simply dogmatic or

impractical. Moreover, while followers know what to ex-

pect from their leaders when their values are well matched,

the increased uncertainty of the work environment due to

value incongruence may engender the idea that they cannot

manage future events (Jehn et al. 1997; Suar and Khuntia

2010). Such a perception negatively influences followers’

moral efficacy. The above lines of reasoning suggest the

following:

Hypothesis 3 Leader–follower value congruence mod-

erates the ethical leadership–moral efficacy relationship,

such that a positive relationship is stronger when value

congruence is high.

Integrative Model: Moderated Mediation

Considered together with the previous hypotheses, the

above-hypothesized pattern of moderation implies moder-

ated mediation, whereby a mediated effect varies as a

function of a third variable (Edwards and Lambert 2007).

Specifically, when value congruence is high, the desirable

effect of ethical leadership on moral efficacy is augmented,

thereby strengthening the role of moral efficacy in

mediating the relationship between ethical leadership and

moral voice. On the contrary, when value congruence is

low, the positive effect of ethical leadership on moral ef-

ficacy is weakened, thereby neutralizing the mediating ef-

fect of moral efficacy. Therefore, we expect value

congruence to moderate the indirect effect of ethical

leadership on moral voice through moral efficacy. Ac-

cordingly, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 4 The strength of the mediated relationship

between ethical leadership and moral voice via moral ef-

ficacy varies, depending on the extent of leader–follower

value congruence: the indirect effect of ethical leadership

via moral efficacy on moral voice is stronger when value

congruence is high.

Method

Sample and Procedure

The participants of this study were 154 employees and their

immediate supervisors from 12 organizations in South

Korea. We identified potential study participants through a

local human resource forum, comprising corporate human

resource directors. We explained the research purpose and

data collection procedure, and all 12 directors agreed to

participate and provided the email addresses of 240 em-

ployees and their direct supervisors. All potential respon-

dents were white-collar employees working in the

headquarter sites from diverse functional areas (e.g., hu-

man resources, accounting, marketing, and strategic

planning).

Data were collected through a time-lagged web-based

survey using two different sources. Research suggests that

it is difficult to obtain valid, unbiased self-ratings of

leadership and moral behaviors (Harris and Schaubroeck

1988). Moreover, given the causal associations assumed in

our research model, incorporating sufficient time intervals

between measurement of the predictor, moderator and

mediator, and criterion variables is essential for stronger

causal inferences. Specifically, data on ethical leadership,

leader–follower value congruence, and moral efficacy were

collected from individual employees in the first survey. 172

employees returned completed surveys, for a response rate

of 72 %. One month later, employees’ moral voice be-

havior was rated by their immediate supervisors. A total of

143 supervisors (matched for 172 employees) were con-

tacted, and 160 ratings from 138 supervisors were obtained.

Of those received, 6 ratings from 4 supervisors were

unusable because of incomplete responses. This process

yielded a final sample consisting of 154 employees with

134 supervisors. Eight of 134 supervisors rated more than
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one subordinate; the other 126 rated only one subordinate

each. No systematic difference in the ratings was found

between the eight supervisors who rated multiple subor-

dinates and the other supervisors. Of the sampled subor-

dinates, 44 % were female, and 69 % had a baccalaureate

or higher level of education. The average age and organi-

zational tenure of the subordinate participants were 33.53

and 5.65 years, respectively. The average period of the

leader–follower relationships was 2.23 years.

Measures

Surveys were translated into Korean, following Brislin’s

(1980) translation-back-translation procedure. We mea-

sured ethical leadership with Brown et al.’s (2005) ten-

item scale. A sample item is ‘‘My leader sets an example of

how to do things the right way in terms of ethics.’’ Re-

sponses were made on a 1–5 scale (‘‘strongly disagree’’ to

‘‘strongly agree’’) (a = 0.93). Moral voice was measured

with three items adopted from the moral courage scale

developed by Hannah and Avolio (2010). The supervisors

were asked to rate their subordinates’ moral voice on a

five-point response scale ranging from 1, ‘‘strongly dis-

agree,’’ to 5, ‘‘strongly agree.’’ The three items are ‘‘This

person confronts his or her peers when they commit an

unethical act,’’ ‘‘This person goes against the group’s de-

cision whenever it violates the ethical standards,’’ and

‘‘This person always states his or her views about ethical

issues to me’’ (a = 0.90). We measured moral efficacy

with five items developed by Hannah and Avolio (2010). A

sample item is ‘‘I am confident that I can determine what

needs to be done when I face a moral/ethical decision.’’

The items used a 1–5 response scale (‘‘not at all confident’’

to ‘‘totally confident’’) (a = 0.94). Leader–follower value

congruence was measured by adapting the three items of

Cable and Derue’s (2002) value congruence scale. A

sample item is ‘‘My personal values match my supervisor’s

values and ideals.’’ The items used a 1–7 response scale

(‘‘strongly disagree’’ to ‘‘strongly agree’’) (a = 0.92).

Although it is not plausible to obtain a bias-free mea-

surement of our study variables, research has provided

some evidence that others’ ratings of ethical leadership and

voice behavior can be robust to various perceptual errors.

For example, Brown et al. (2005) demonstrated that sub-

ordinates’ perceptions of ethical leadership were not as-

sociated with their age, gender, demographic similarities

with the supervisor, social desirability, and cynicism about

human nature. They also found substantial within-group

agreement in the ratings of ethical leadership among work

group members, which would have been unlikely if the

ratings had significantly represented a projection of indi-

vidual subordinates’ implicit leadership theories or re-

sponse tendencies. As a result, perceptual measures have

been widely used in prior studies to examine various forms

of leadership and employee behaviors (e.g., Liden et al.

2014; Liu et al. 2012; Mayer et al. 2012; Piccolo and

Colquitt 2006; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009).

In addition, we controlled for employees’ organizational

tenure and time with the leader, as well as their age, gen-

der, and education level. As an employee’s tenure in-

creases, he or she may be able to address morally sensitive

issues more freely. Given that the leader–follower rela-

tionship develops over time, time with the leader might

also affect the leader’s rating of the follower’s discre-

tionary behavior (Judge & Ferris, 1993).

Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations.

As the study participants were from multiple organizations,

we assessed whether the responses differ across organiza-

tions. The ANOVA resulted in no significant difference in

the four main study variables; thus, organizational mem-

bership was not included in the subsequent analyses.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the

measures of the study variables to verify their factor

structure and construct validity. Specifically, we modeled

four correlated factors: correspondence to ethical leader-

ship, leader–follower value congruence, moral efficacy,

and moral voice. This theoretical 4-factor model provided a

reasonable fit to the data (v2 = 435.26, df = 183,

CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.08). All factor

loadings were significant, ranging from 0.74 to 0.83 for

ethical leadership, 0.85 to 0.93 for leader–follower value

congruence, 0.84 to 0.89 for moral efficacy, and 0.79 to

0.98 for moral voice. Also, a series of Chi square difference

tests revealed that the 4-factor model fits the data sig-

nificantly better than several alternative measurement

models (Table 2). In all comparisons, alternative models

yielded a significantly poorer fit. Taken together, these

results favor the theoretical 4-factor model, thus supporting

discriminant validity among the measures.

Hypothesis Tests

We tested Hypotheses 1–3 by performing a series of

hierarchical regression analyses. The results appear in

Table 3. Supporting Hypothesis 1, followers’ ratings on

ethical leadership were positively related to leaders’ reports

on the followers’ moral voice behavior (b = 0.24,

p\ 0.05) after controlling for age, gender, education level,

organizational tenure, and time with the leader in Model 5.
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To test Hypothesis 2 regarding the mediational role of

moral efficacy in the ethical leadership–moral voice rela-

tionship, we followed the procedure established by Baron

and Kenny (1986). First, by testing Hypothesis 1, we al-

ready verified the positive effect of ethical leadership on

moral voice. Next, in Model 2, ethical leadership evaluated

Table 1 Means, SD, and correlations

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 33.53 7.40 –

2. Gendera 0.56 0.50 0.39 –

3. Education 3.84 0.76 -0.27 0.06 –

4. Tenure 5.65 5.65 0.74 0.22 -0.15 –

5. Time with leader 2.23 2.68 0.41 0.17 -0.12 0.47 –

6. Ethical leadership 3.70 0.65 0.00 -0.04 0.01 0.06 0.12 (0.93)

7. Value congruence 5.06 1.25 0.16 0.16 0.05 0.09 0.07 0.64 (0.92)

8. Moral efficacy 3.44 0.79 -0.05 0.13 0.26 -0.01 0.08 0.49 0.49 (0.94)

9. Moral voice 3.19 0.76 -0.08 0.03 0.12 0.03 -0.06 0.27 0.21 0.28 (0.90)

N = 154. Values in parentheses along the diagonal are Cronbach’s alphas. Correlations above 0.16 are significant at p\ 0.05, and those above

0.21 are significant at p\ 0.01
a Dummy coded: 1 = male, 0 = female

Table 2 Results for

measurement model

comparisons

Model v2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA Dv2 (Ddf)a

Theoretical 4-factor model (EL, VC, ME, MV) 435.26 (183) 0.91 0.90 0.08

3-factor model I (EL & VC merged, ME, MV) 635.70 (186) 0.83 0.80 0.13 200.44 (3)**

3-factor model II (EL & ME merged, VC, MV) 720.60 (186) 0.79 0.76 0.14 285.34 (3)**

3-factor model III (VC & ME merged, EL, MV) 735.70 (186) 0.79 0.76 0.14 300.44 (3)**

2-factor model (EL, VC, & ME merged, MV) 1107.80 (188) 0.64 0.60 0.18 672.54 (5)**

1-factor model 1382.20 (189) 0.54 0.47 0.21 946.94 (6)**

EL ethical leadership, VC value congruence, ME moral efficacy, MV moral voice, CFI comparative fit

index, TLI Tucker-Lewis index, RMSEA root mean square error of approximation
a Chi square difference for each model reflects its deviation from the 4-factor model

** p\ 0.01

Table 3 Summary of

regression analysis results
Variables Moral efficacy Moral voice

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Age -0.16 -0.13 -0.17 -0.22 -0.22 -0.18

Gender 0.14 0.16 0.11 0.09 0.08 0.06

Education 0.22** 0.21** 0.18** 0.08 0.07 0.03

Tenure 0.07 0.03 0.04 0.21 0.22 0.20

Time with leader 0.10 0.03 0.04 -0.11 -0.11 -0.12

Ethical leadership 0.49** 0.32** 0.24* 0.18*

Value congruence 0.30** 0.06 0.01

Moral efficacy 0.20*

Ethical leadership 3 value congruence 0.22**

R2 0.09* 0.32** 0.41** 0.04 0.12* 0.15**

DR2 0.23** 0.09** 0.08** 0.03*

N = 154. Standardized coefficients are reported

* p\ 0.05; ** p\ 0.01
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by followers was positively related to their own moral ef-

ficacy (b = 0.49, p\ 0.01). Finally, in Model 6, moral

efficacy was positively related to moral voice (b = 0.20,

p\ 0.05), explaining significant additional variance in

moral voice (DR2 = 0.03, p\ 0.05). The effect of ethical

leadership on moral voice became weaker but was still

significant (b = 0.18, p\ 0.05), suggesting partial me-

diation. To further substantiate this result, we applied

Preacher and Hayes’s (2004) test for an indirect effect,

which utilizes the bootstrap method for more reliable es-

timates. The bootstrap results confirmed a significant

indirect effect (indirect effect = 0.14, SE = 0.06, 95 % CI

[0.04, 0.24]). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. Regarding

the moderating role of followers’ perceptions of leader–

follower value congruence, the interaction term of ethical

leadership and value congruence significantly predicted

moral efficacy (b = 0.22, p\ 0.01; DR2 = 0.09, p\ 0.01)

in Model 3. To facilitate an interpretation of the interaction

pattern, we plotted two simple slopes at one SD above and

below the mean value of leader–follower value congruence

(Aiken and West 1991). As shown in Fig. 2, the positive

relationship between ethical leadership and moral efficacy

was stronger when leader–follower value congruence was

high (simple slope = 0.60, t = 4.82, p\ 0.01) than when it

was low (simple slope = 0.18, t = 1.53, ns). This sig-

nificant interaction effect and the interaction pattern sup-

ported Hypothesis 3.

To test Hypothesis 4 regarding integrative moderated

mediation, we examined whether the indirect effect of

ethical leadership on moral voice via moral efficacy was

moderated by leader–follower value congruence (i.e.,

conditional indirect effect). To test the conditional indirect

effect, we utilized Hayes’ (2012) PROCESS program. The

indirect effect of ethical leadership on moral voice via

moral efficacy was estimated at high (?1 SD) and low

levels (-1 SD) of leader–follower value congruence with

the bootstrap method. The results indicated that the indirect

effect was significant for high value congruence (condi-

tional indirect effect = 0.12, SE = 0.05, 95 % CI [0.04,

0.24]) but was not significant for low value congruence

(conditional indirect effect = 0.03, SE = 0.04, 95 % CI

[-0.02, 0.15]), thus supporting Hypothesis 4.

Discussion

The present study represents a first time that the role of

ethical leadership has been examined in relation to an ex-

plicit employee moral behavior, moral voice. We devel-

oped and tested a moderated mediation model to

simultaneously examine the mediating effect of moral ef-

ficacy and the moderating effect of leader–follower value

congruence in the relationship between ethical leadership

and moral voice.

This study contributes to the existing literature in the

following ways. First, this study illuminates the essential

role of ethical leadership—promoting followers’ ethical

behaviors. While much previous research has treated

ethical leadership simply as a means to suppress miscon-

duct or to increase prosocial behaviors, this study em-

pirically demonstrates that ethical leadership is an active

civilizing force that encourages employees’ ethical actions,

such as moral voice. Unlike the ethical judgment of one’s

own behavior, moral voice is a particularly unique and

useful outcome variable for research on the role of ethical

leadership because moral voice inherently confronts une-

thical problems, which involves a great deal of potential

personal risk. With direct evidence that ethical leadership

is indeed effective in motivating employees to express

morally courageous opinions, this study enhances our un-

derstanding of the essential benefits of the perception of

ethical leadership on the leader.

Second, this study extends the research on ethical

leadership by adding a substantive mediator to explicate

how ethical leaders promote employees’ moral voice. In

doing so, this study provides the insight that moral efficacy

is a key psychological conduit through which ethical

leaders motivate employees to take moral action in spite of

fears and concerns about expressing sensitive ethical

opinions. In addition, moral efficacy may be a causal

mechanism that is relatively general across various types of

moral behaviors. By identifying employees’ moral efficacy

as a proximal psychological pathway influencing moral

action, this study facilitates future research seeking inter-

ventions that might prove effective in ultimately promoting

ethical behaviors in organizations.

Third, this study suggests that value congruence with

leaders is an important moderator of the effect of ethical

Low (−1 SD) High (+1  SD)

Ethical Leadership
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Value Congruence

Low Leader-Follower 
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b = .60, p < .01

b = .18, ns
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Fig. 2 Moderating effect of leader–follower value congruence on the

relationship between ethical leadership and moral efficacy
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leadership. By identifying such a boundary condition, this

study facilitates a more precise understanding of the role

that ethical leadership plays in organizations. Moreover,

the finding of the conditional indirect effect of ethical

leadership on moral voice via moral efficacy further ex-

tends prior piecemeal approaches that investigated either

psychological mediators or boundary conditions of the re-

lationship between ethical leadership and ethical perfor-

mance. As a result, this study captures a more holistic view

concerning the roles and functions of ethical leadership in

promoting employees’ moral actions.

The contributions of this research should be interpreted

in light of its limitations. The first limitation pertains to

potential common method variance (i.e., respondents’

perception-based survey method). Although the criterion

variable was rated by a different source (i.e., supervisors) at

a different point in time, the predictor, mediator, and

moderator were assessed by subordinates at the same time.

To reduce this potential method bias, we assured

anonymity and counterbalanced the item order in devel-

oping the questionnaires (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Also, as

reported with the CFA result, the measures of the variables

were distinguishable from one another among the respon-

dents, implying that the potential effect of common method

variance might be minimal. Nevertheless, future research

may benefit from an experimental and/or longitudinal re-

search design to minimize potential common method bias.

Moreover, to measure our study constructs, this study re-

lied on respondents’ perceptual ratings with Likert-type

scales. While these perceptions may not perfectly capture

the focal constructs we intended to measure, they are a

commonly accepted way of measuring leadership and

employee behaviors. Nonetheless, using alternative mea-

surement methods (e.g., behaviorally anchored ratings with

frequency scales in assessing ethical leadership and moral

voice) might help reduce potential perceptual bias in

ratings.

Second, although we found that employees’ fit percep-

tions of personal values with their supervisors were an

important boundary condition of the ethical leadership ef-

fect, we did not specifically measure moral value congru-

ence. Overall, personal value congruence may not

necessarily entail congruent moral values between two

persons. Thus, even when one perceives value congruence

with the leader in general, he or she may still find the

leader’s moral values in particular to be different from his

or hers. Future research should seek a more nuanced un-

derstanding of the moderating role of fit perception by

directly capturing the specific nature of value congruence.

Third, this study found that ethical leadership had an

important and meaningful impact on morally courageous

voice behavior. This finding, however, may not attest to the

unique effect of ethical leadership beyond the contribution

of other related leadership constructs (e.g., transforma-

tional leadership and authentic leadership). Also, leaders’

individual characteristics such as agreeableness, conscien-

tiousness, and moral identity have been directly or indi-

rectly related to followers’ behavioral outcomes (e.g.,

Mayer et al. 2012; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009).

Furthermore, the partial mediation of moral efficacy in the

ethical leadership–moral voice relationship suggests the

possibility of additional mediating routes through which

ethical leadership fosters followers’ moral voice. Consid-

ering voice behavior as intentional conduct involving po-

tential tension or damage to one’s public image and

relationships with others (Liu et al. 2010), various psy-

chological factors may influence the enactment of such

planned behavior (Ajzen 1991). For example, along with

moral efficacy (i.e., perceived behavioral control), felt re-

sponsibility for fulfilling normatively appropriate ethical

codes (i.e., subjective norms) and psychological safety for

risky moral voice (i.e., a positive attitude) may also serve

as additional mediating mechanisms (Liang et al. 2012).

Future research may enhance the internal validity of our

findings by including some of these variables, thereby more

accurately evaluating the contribution of ethical leadership

to employee ethical performance.

This study offers a number of practical implications.

First, given the increasing demand for ethical decisions and

actions imposed on all levels of organizational members,

the present study suggests that ethical leadership can play a

pivotal role in motivating employees to engage in moral

voice behaviors about ethical issues. Thus, organizations

should pay more attention to ways in which levels of

ethical leadership among managers can be enhanced in the

first place. For example, organizations need to develop

selection tools that can assess the ethicality of leaders.

After selecting leaders with ethical potential, organizations

should provide them with leadership training to further

reinforce their ethical skills needed for moral decisions and

actions. At the same time, such efforts at the organizational

level will be conducive to fostering an ethical culture and

ensuring trickle-down effects of ethical leadership across

hierarchical levels (Schaubroeck et al. 2012). As a result,

employees will be better able to recognize that the orga-

nization does value morally courageous behaviors and will

reciprocate by following the social norms for appropriate

ethical behaviors.

Second, by demonstrating that moral efficacy acts as a

vital cognitive mechanism in moral voice, this study is able

to pinpoint a more proximal target antecedent of moral

behaviors that ethical leadership training can promote.

When designing such training programs, primary efforts

may concentrate on ways to raise employees’ confidence

about ethical behaviors instead of more distal behavioral

outcomes for the sake of efficiency. For example, leaders
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may be trained to enhance moral efficacy through effective

social persuasion and enactive or vicarious moral experi-

ences using case studies and scenarios. As a result, better-

equipped ethical leaders will become more skillful at in-

stilling a ‘‘can do’’ belief in the morally courageous be-

haviors of their subordinates.

Third, this study also suggests that ethical leadership

becomes more salient and more effective for employees

whose values are consistent with those of their leaders. In

order to facilitate followers’ moral decisions and actions,

organizations need to pay attention not only to leaders’

ethicality but also to value congruence between leaders and

followers. It may be a worthwhile effort for a leader to

often check the extent to which followers understand and

accept his or her values and ideals. No matter how ethical a

leader is as a person, it is often possible that followers may

not even know their leader’s values. This study therefore

suggests that leaders actively share their personal ethical

values with their followers. When followers find their

leader’s values as acceptable and agree with them, the

translation process of ethical leadership into employee

moral behaviors will be streamlined and accelerated.
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