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Abstract This study empirically investigated the impact

of ethical leadership on employee burnout, deviant

behavior and task performance through two psychological

mechanisms: (1) developing higher levels of employee

trust in leaders and (2) demonstrating lower levels of sur-

face acting toward their leaders. Our theoretical model was

tested using data collected from employees of a pharma-

ceutical retail chain company. Analyses of multisource

time-lagged data from 45 team leaders and 247 employees

showed that employees’ trust in leaders and surface acting

significantly mediated the relationships between ethical

leadership and employee burnout, deviant behavior and

task performance. We discuss the theoretical and practical

implications of our findings for understanding how ethical

leaders influence employees’ attitudes and behavior.

Keywords Ethical leadership � Employee burnout �
Deviant behavior � Trust in leaders � Surface acting

Introduction

Recently, a growing body of research on harmful or even

destructive employee attitudes and behavior, such as

burnout and workplace deviance, has emerged (Liao et al.

2004; Neubert and Roberts 2013). These attitudes and

behaviors have been shown to be most prevalent among

employees who do ‘‘people work’’ (Mitchell and Ambrose

2007). Such employees may significantly violate the norms

that are necessary for effective team performance (Mayer

et al. 2009; Robinson and Bennett 1995).

In response to the increasing interest in finding ways to

alleviate employee burnout and workplace deviance,

researchers have explored various antecedents to such

behavior at both the individual level (e.g., individual per-

sonality) and team level (e.g., transformational leadership)

(Mulki et al. 2006). Recent studies have indicated that

employees tend to be less stressed and have greater job

satisfaction when they work under a leader who acts as a

principal source of ethical guidance (Schaufeli and Bakker

2004; Sharif and Scandura 2013). As a consequence, eth-

ical leadership that emphasizes ethics-related actions has

recently been recognized as an important factor in reducing

employee burnout and deviant behavior and in improving

work performance (e.g., Resick et al. 2013; Taylor and

Pattie 2014; Walumbwa et al. 2011). Serving as attractive,

credible and legitimate role models, ethical leaders may

influence employees by capturing their attention and

making the message of positive ethics salient in their

organizations (Trevino et al. 2000, 2003; Brown et al.

2005).

However, a critical question remains about the under-

lying psychological mechanisms that link ethical leader-

ship to individual burnout, deviant behavior and work

performance. Past research has focused on the positive

impact of ethical leadership at the team or organizational

level (Kalshoven et al. 2011). That is, ethical leadership

may enhance a team-level ethical culture/climate that

subsequently leads to individual employees’ ethical and

unethical cognition and behavior (e.g., Mayer et al. 2010;

Schaubroeck et al. 2012). However, the specific psycho-

logical mechanisms that prevent individual employees

from experiencing burnout and work deviance under the

supervision of an ethical leader have not yet been studied.
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Drawing on the conservation of resources theory, we

suggest that ethical leadership reduces employee burnout

and deviant behavior by enhancing employees’ trust in

leaders and reducing employees’ surface acting. As noted

by Brown et al. (2005), employees generally perceive their

leader as a role model and, via a broad range of leader-

member interactions, develop an ethical perspective

toward their leader and the organization. As such, under

the supervision of an ethical leader, employees have access

to more psychological resources, especially interpersonal

trust, which protect them from burnout (Dirks and Ferrin

2002; Hobfoll 1989; Sharif and Scandura 2013). Moreover,

in such an environment, they are more likely to feel able to

express their inner feelings without creating an undesirable

image in the workplace interaction (Hochschild 1983).

Subsequently, employees are less likely to engage in

deviant behavior that will be potentially harmful for the

focal leader and are more likely to achieve better work

performance in the organization. Past studies have indi-

cated that under the supervision of an unethical leader,

employees are directly enforced to do either what the

leader does or what the leader expects them to do without

internalizing such behavior (Brown 2007). In this study,

we therefore focus on surface acting as opposed to deep

acting.

The primary focus of this research is to investigate the

psychological mechanisms that link ethical leadership to

employee work-related outcomes. Specifically, drawing on

past research on ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005;

Brown and Trevino 2006; Brown 2007), we examine the

mediating roles of both employee trust in leaders and

surface acting in dealing with leaders in the relationships

between ethical leadership and employee burnout, deviant

behavior and task performance. By hypothesizing and

testing these relationships, this study makes several con-

tributions. First, it substantiates the value of ethical lead-

ership in preventing employees’ negative attitudes and

behavior. Past research has mainly explored the impact of

ethical leadership on pro-social behavior, such as organi-

zational citizenship behavior (Kalshoven et al. 2011;

Neubert et al. 2009; Neubert and Roberts 2013); however,

less attention has been paid to the effects of ethical lead-

ership on negative work outcomes, such as deviant

behavior. Second, the majority of the existing ethical

leadership studies have been conducted at the group or

organizational level and have been oriented less toward

understanding the psychological mechanisms at the indi-

vidual level (Mayer et al. 2009). The present study con-

tributes to the ethical leadership literature by identifying

two important psychological mechanisms that prevent

employees from burnout and work deviance. Specifically,

based on the conservation of resources theory, this study

suggests that ethical leadership may significantly reduce

employee burnout and deviant behavior. It also suggests

that ethical leadership enhances task performance because

employees are able to obtain critical psychological

resources, such as trust in leaders, and express their opin-

ions on how the ethical leader behaves, thereby reducing

the necessity of surface acting (see Fig. 1).

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

The Nature of Ethical Leadership

Defined by Brown et al. (2005), ethical leadership refers to

‘‘the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct

through personal actions and interpersonal relationships,
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Fig. 1 Theoretical model. Note For brevity, we did not present the effects of gender, age and tenure and the effect of team size in the model.

*p\ 0.05; **p\ 0.01
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and the promotion of such conduct to followers through

two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-

making’’ (p. 120). In other words, to be an ethical leader

depends on how others perceive the leader across two

dimensions: as a moral person and as a moral manager

(Trevino et al. 2000, 2003). As a moral person, ethical

leaders conform to a complex code of morals in their

personal and professional lives, for example, by exercising

fairness and integrity (McCann and Holt 2009). They

influence the moral thinking of lower-level employees by

demonstrating moral values and behavior in the workplace

(Mayer et al. 2009). As a moral manager, ethical leaders

create behavioral codes for others. They have good man-

agerial skills in directing employees’ attentions to ethical

considerations and infusing employees with principles that

guide ethical actions (Mo et al. 2012; Trevino et al. 2000;

Toor and Ofori 2009).

Generally, employees tend to emulate such credible role

models as they identify them as models for appropriate

behavior (Mayer et al. 2012). Ethical leaders value fairness,

integrity and people orientation (Kalshoven et al. 2011).

Thus, employees working with an ethical leader are more

likely to go beyond the call of duty (Bolino and Turnley

2003) and develop stronger identification with both the

focal leader and the organization (Walumbwa et al. 2011).

In contrast, employees under the supervision of an uneth-

ical leader may be less actively involved in the organiza-

tion and may engage in morally questionable or even

immoral behavior (Brown and Mitchell 2010).

Ethical Leadership Enhances Employees’ Trust

in Leaders

Generally, leaders have the authority to make decisions

that have a significant impact on employees’ abilities to

achieve their goals (Bruke et al. 2007). Accordingly,

employees are more likely to develop a mutual trust rela-

tionship with leaders that are seen to care for their best

interests. Trust in leaders refers to a psychological state in

which an individual accepts his or her own vulnerability

when they have an expectation of positive intentions or

behavior of their leaders (Rousseau et al. 1998; Yang and

Mossholder 2010). The level of trust in leaders is primarily

affected by employees’ views on the quality of leader-

member relationships (Blau 1964). Employees may

develop a higher level of trust in leaders that keep promises

and behave consistently. This is because such ethical

leaders typically reward ethical behavior and discipline

unethical behavior. They clearly inform employees of what

is expected from them and how they can positively con-

tribute to the organization (Kalshoven et al. 2011; Simons

2002). When feeling supported and fairly treated,

employees are more likely to trust in the focal leader (cf.,

De Hoogh and Den Hartog 2008). With a sample of 294

matched leader-employee dyads, Kalshoven et al. (2011)

demonstrated that employees’ perceptions of ethical lead-

ership significantly contribute to the employees’ trust in

their leaders. Further, employees usually emulate leaders

that are widely recognized as being attractive and trust-

worthy role models (Bandura 1977, 1986; Brown et al.

2005). Accordingly, employees may have a higher level of

trust in leaders that are typically deemed legitimate models

for normative behavior in their organizations. Using a

sample of 87 MBA students, Brown et al. (2005) found that

ethical leadership was positively correlated with employ-

ees’ affective trust.

Taking these findings together, we propose that

employees’ perceptions of ethical leadership may posi-

tively enhance the level of trust that employees have in the

focal leader.

H1 Ethical leadership is positively related to employees’

trust in leaders.

Ethical Leadership Reduces Employees’ Surface

Acting

Surface acting is a dramaturgical performance in which

individuals forcefully modify their behavioral displays to

create a desirable image in workplace interactions

(Hochschild 1983). It shapes the outward appearance of an

individual without modifying their inner feelings (Grandey

2003). Ethical leaders may saliently eliminate such surface

acting behavior to encourage employees to engage in open

communication and to encourage them to express their true

emotions (Brown et al. 2005). Thus, under the supervision

of an ethical leader, employees may have a more positive

attitude and sufficient self-esteem to authentically express

their inner feelings in the workplace (Dirks and Ferrin

2002). Moreover, they directly learn from such ethical role

models to be open and honest. In contrast, unethical leaders

often deliver negative affective signals to employees such

that open communication is not welcomed and fairness and

justice is not assured in the organization (Brown and

Mitchell 2010). In such cases, employees usually suppress

their frustration and simply ‘‘put on a mask’’ by displaying

feigned emotions toward the focal leader without altering

their genuine feelings (Grandey 2003). Moreover, they may

even amplify their own negative emotions as a result of

displaying false emotions to maintain a positive relation-

ship with the focal leader (Grandey 2003; Groth et al.

2009). Past research has shown that employees are inclined

to engage in surface acting from a motivation to seek

greater approval from others. They achieve this by

engaging in conforming behavior, thereby maintaining

interpersonal acceptance in the workplace (Brockner 1988;

Linking Ethical Leadership to Employee Burnout, Workplace Deviance and Performance: Testing… 295

123



Ozcelik 2013). Therefore, we propose the following

hypothesis:

H2 Ethical leadership is negatively related to employees’

surface acting toward leaders.

Trust in Leaders as a Mediator of the Relationship

Between Ethical Leadership and Work-Related

Outcomes

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll 1989)

maintains that people strive to obtain, retain, protect and

foster valued resources and minimize any threat of resource

loss. Employees may experience stress when emotional

resources cannot be maintained (Brotheridge and Lee

2002; Halbesleben et al. 2014). Accordingly, we suggest

that employees may become psychologically distressed and

emotionally upset when they perceive a loss of trust toward

their leader. Those negative feelings subsequently lead to

long-term exhaustion, diminished interest in work and even

workplace deviance (Bechtoldt et al. 2007). In contrast,

individuals who receive care and support from their leaders

may be at a lesser risk of burnout (Dirks and Ferrin 2002;

Kannan-Narasimhan and Lawrence 2012). They are also

less likely to engage in deviant activities that are poten-

tially harmful to the organization (Khuntia and Suar 2004;

Wu et al. 2011). Furthermore, employees maintaining a

trust-based relationship with their leader often have a

stronger sense of psychological identification with the

organization. Thus, they may have a higher motivation to

exert greater effort and achieve better performance in the

workplace (Schaubroeck et al. 2013; Wieklund and Goll-

witzer 1982). Dirks and colleagues’ (2002) meta-analytic

findings indicated that trust in leaders is significantly

related to employees’ attitudinal, behavioral and perfor-

mance outcomes. Therefore, our hypotheses suggest that an

employee’s trust in leaders is negatively related to the

degree to which they experience burnout and engage in

deviant behavior at work and is positively related to their

task performance.

H3a Employees’ trust in leaders is negatively related to

experienced burnout.

H3b Employees’ trust in leaders is negatively related to

deviant behavior.

H3c Employees’ trust in leaders is positively related to

task performance.

Under the supervision of ethical leaders, employees are

more able to obtain the psychological resources that enable

them to develop enhanced trust-based leader-member

relationships (Hobfoll 1989; Pearlin et al. 1981; Sharif and

Scandura 2013). In such relationships, employees are more

likely to feel secure in expressing their inner feelings to the

focal leader (Hochschild 1983) and may develop a stronger

psychological identification with, and commitment to, the

organization (Neves and Story 2015; Walumbwa et al.

2011). Thus, they are less likely to experience burnout and

engage in workplace deviance. Past empirical research has

demonstrated the importance of the role that trust in leaders

plays in achieving effective ethical leadership (e.g.,

Schaubroeck et al. 2011).

Given our hypotheses of the positive effect of ethical

leadership on employees’ trust in leaders (hypothesis 1),

the negative relationship between trust in leaders and

employee behavior such as burnout and workplace-deviant

behavior (hypotheses 3a and 3b) and the positive link

between trust in leader and work performance (hypothesis

3c), we expect trust in leaders to mediate the impact of

ethical leadership on the level of burnout experienced by

employees, employees’ deviant behavior and employees’

task performance. Thus, we propose the following three

hypotheses:

H4a Employees’ trust in leaders mediates the negative

relationship between ethical leadership and experienced

burnout.

H4b Employees’ trust in leaders mediates the negative

relationship between ethical leadership and deviant

behavior.

H4c Employees’ trust in leaders mediates the positive

relationship between ethical leadership and task

performance.

Surface Acting as a Mediator of the Relationship

Between Ethical Leadership and Employee

Outcomes

According to the conservation of resources theory,

employees engage in surface acting because they are in a

psychological state characterized by a lack of emotional

resources, such as self-esteem (Brotheridge and Lee 2002).

In such cases, employees experience greater uncertainty

about the propriety of their thoughts and feelings (Ozcelik

2013; Halbesleben et al. 2014). To maintain a positive

leader-member relationship, employees regulate their

emotional expressions to keep their inner feelings from

erupting spontaneously or automatically. It has been sug-

gested that employees are most likely to become emo-

tionally burned out in work interactions when there is a

large discrepancy between the emotions they express and

the emotions they actually feel (Lee and Ashforth 1993;

Morris and Feldman 1996). Based on data collected from

478 employees, Ozcelik (2013) demonstrated that surface

acting was significantly associated with emotional
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exhaustion and burnout. Moreover, the loss of psycholog-

ical resources that is induced by surface acting might

trigger further negative emotions toward both the leader

and the organization, which could precipitate deviant

behavior (Grandey 2003). The results reported in Bechtoldt

et al. (2007) indicated that the level of employees’ surface

acting was positively associated with deviant behavior at

work. Additionally, surface acting may negatively influ-

ence individuals’ work performance as they experience

reduced cognitive effort and volition (Ozcelik 2013).

Empirical evidence has shown that surface acting is sig-

nificantly associated with undesirable work outcomes, such

as increased emotional exhaustion, reduced organizational

commitment and poor job performance (Grandey 2003;

Groth et al. 2009; Shanock et al. 2013). Hence, we propose

the following hypotheses:

H5a Employees’ surface acting is positively related to

experienced burnout.

H5b Employees’ surface acting is positively related to

deviant behavior.

H5c Employees’ surface acting is negatively related to

task performance.

To repeat, employees are more likely to express their

genuine inner feelings with a leader who values open

communication and people-oriented management, but may

express false feelings with a leader they perceive to be

unethical. Employees who engage in surface acting may

become more anxious and less productive as a result of

spending a large proportion of their psychological resour-

ces in shaping the image they deem to be preferred and

accepted by the leader. Moreover, these employees may

imitate and emulate a leader’s unethical behavior, which is

harmful to organizational performance (Brown et al. 2005).

Thus, we suggest that when a leader demonstrates positive

moral values and actions in the workplace, employees are

less likely to engage in surface acting. Subsequently, they

will achieve lower levels of burnout, engage in reduced

deviant behavior and achieve improved task performance.

Given our hypotheses on the effect of ethical leadership

on employees’ surface acting toward the leader (Hypothesis

2), the positive relationships between surface acting and both

burnout and workplace-deviant behavior (Hypotheses 5a and

5b) and the negative link between surface acting and task

performance (hypothesis 5c), we expect surface acting to

mediate the effect of ethical leadership on employee expe-

rienced burnout, deviant behavior and task performance.

Thus, the following hypotheses are suggested:

H6a Employees’ surface acting mediates the negative

relationship between ethical leadership and experienced

burnout.

H6b Employees’ surface acting mediates the negative

relationship between ethical leadership and deviant behavior.

H6c Employees’ surface acting mediates the positive rela-

tionship between ethical leadership and task performance.

Methods

Sample and Procedures

Data were collected from employees working in a phar-

maceutical retail chain company located in South China.

Questionnaires were initially distributed to 255 employees

across 45 teams. The employees were informed that their

responses would only be used for research purposes and

that they would be permitted to complete the question-

naires during work time.

The final sample size comprised 45 teams (45 leaders

and 247 employees), giving a response rate of 96.9 %. The

average team size was 9.11 members (SD = 9.66). Of the

employees, 83 were female (33.5 %), the average age was

27.93 years (SD = 4.21), and the average length of tenure

was 15.39 months (SD = 12.68). Respectively, of the

leaders, 10 were female (22.2 %), the average age was

38.09 years (SD = 7.01), and the average length of tenure

was 36.38 months (SD = 22.31).

Data were collected at two time points with 3 months in

between. This interval was deemed sufficient to separate

the measurements of the predictors and mediators from the

outcome variables (Zhou et al. 2012). At Time 1,

employees were asked to report their demographic infor-

mation, such as age, gender and length of tenure. They

were also asked about their perception of ethical leadership

in their team. At Time 2, employees reported their levels of

trust in leaders, surface acting in interacting with leaders

and their experienced burnout, while leaders completed a

questionnaire on their demographic information and eval-

uation of each employee’s deviant behavior and task per-

formance. All responses were translated from English to

Chinese, using Brislin’s (1980) recommended translation-

back translation procedure.

Measures

Well-established scales were employed to measure the

constructs in this study. The specific scales used are sum-

marized below.

Ethical Leadership

Ethical leadership was measured using Brown et al.’s

(2005) unidimensional ten-item Ethical Leadership Scale

Linking Ethical Leadership to Employee Burnout, Workplace Deviance and Performance: Testing… 297
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(ELS). Respondents were asked to evaluate their percep-

tions of ethical leadership by answering statements such as

‘‘My leader makes fair and balanced decisions’’ and ‘‘My

leader sets an example of how to do things the right way in

terms of ethics.’’ A five-point Likert response format

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) was used.

Cronbach’s a was 0.93.

Trust in Leaders

Trust in leaders was measured using the three-item scale

developed by McAllister (1995). A typical item in the scale

was ‘‘I can freely share my ideas, feelings and wishes with my

leader.’’ A five-point Likert response format (1 = strongly

disagree; 5 = strongly agree) was adopted. Cronbach’s awas

0.90.

Surface Acting

The scale used to measure surface acting was adapted from

Brotheridge and Lee (2002) and Grandey (2003). Five

items were included in the scale, such as ‘‘I always exte-

riorly change negative emotions in order to deal with the

leader in an appropriate way.’’ A five-point Likert response

format (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) was

used. Cronbach’s a was 0.87.

Experienced Burnout

We measured employees’ experienced burnout using a 14-item

scale developed by Maslach and Jackson (1981). An example

item was ‘‘I feel emotionally drained from my work.’’ We

applied a seven-point Likert response format (1 = strongly

disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s a was 0.93.

Deviant Behavior

Deviant behavior was assessed using the ten-item scale

developed in Mitchell and Ambrose (2007). An example

item in the deviant behavior scale was ‘‘This employee

made obscene comments or gestures toward me.’’ A seven-

point Likert response format (1 = strongly disagree;

7 = strongly agree) was used. Cronbach’s a was 0.64.

Task Performance

We measured employees’ task performance with the scale

used in Cole et al. (1998). Five items were included in this

scale, such as ‘‘This employee accomplished most of tasks

quickly and efficiently.’’ Leaders were asked to rate these

items using a five-point Likert response format

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s a
was 0.87.

Control Variables

Previous research has noted that the variables team size,

employee gender, age and length of tenure might be related

to the focal relationships we are examining (Pearce and

Herbik 2004). On that basis, we used these four variables

as control variables in our hypothesis testing.

Analytic Strategy

Mplus 6.0 software (Muthen and Muthen 2007) was used

to test all of the hypotheses in a multilevel framework. In

addition, the Monte Carlo method recommended by

Preacher et al. (2010) was used to estimate confidence

intervals for the hypothesized multilevel mediation effects

to determine their significance.1 All standard errors of

model parameter estimates were computed using a sand-

wich estimator to correct potential sampling biases that

would be caused by unequal numbers of respondents in

each team.

Results

The means, standard deviations and bivariate correlations

among the variables studied are shown in Table 1. At the

individual (employee) level, perceived ethical leadership

was positively correlated with trust in leaders (r = 0.50,

p\ 0.01) and negatively correlated with surface acting

(r = -0.13, p\ 0.05). Employees’ trust in leaders was

negatively correlated with employee experienced burnout

(r = -0.48, p\ 0.01) and deviant behavior toward the

leader (r = -0.22, p\ 0.01). In addition, surface acting

was positively correlated with experienced burnout

(r = 0.32, p\ 0.01). These findings provided preliminary

support for our hypothesized relationships.

Model Estimation

To estimate the hypothesized model (Fig. 1), we included

gender, age and length of tenure as control variables with

fixed effects on mediating variables and dependent vari-

ables at the individual level. Moreover, we also controlled

for the effect of team size on all of the endogenous vari-

ables at the team level.

To facilitate the interpretation of the research model,

age, gender, length of tenure and team size were all grand

mean centered. The results showed that most of the

hypothesized relationships were well supported, as shown

in Fig. 2 and Table 2.

1 More information about the R program can be found at http://www.

quantpsy.org.
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Hypotheses Testing

Hypotheses Testing of the Main Effects

Perceived ethical leadership was hypothesized to be posi-

tively associated with trust in leaders and negatively related

to surface acting. Figure 2 shows that ethical leadership

was positively related to trust in leaders (b = 1.00,

p\ 0.01) and negatively related to surface acting

(b = -0.21, p\ 0.01). These results provide support for

hypotheses 1 and 2. Moreover, trust in leaders was nega-

tively related to experienced burnout (b = -0.31,

p\ 0.01) and deviant behavior (b = -0.02, p\ 0.05) and

positively related to task performance (b = 0.03,

p\ 0.05). Thus, hypotheses 3a–3c were well supported.

Surface acting was positively related to experienced

burnout (b = 0.22, p\ 0.01), supporting hypothesis 5a.

However, the impacts of surface acting on deviant behavior

(b = 0.00, SE = 0.01) and task performance (b = 0.04,

SE = 0.03) were not significant. Thus, hypotheses 5b and

5c were not supported.

Hypotheses Testing of the Mediating Effects

Employees’ trust in leaders was hypothesized to mediate

the relationships between perceived ethical leadership and

experienced burnout, deviant behavior and task perfor-

mance. We used a parametric bootstrap procedure (cf.

Preacher et al. 2010) to estimate the hypothesized indirect

relationships between these factors. With 20,000 Monte

Carlo replications, the results showed that there were

negative indirect relationships between ethical leadership

and experienced burnout [indirect effect = -0.31, 90 %

bias-corrected bootstrap CI (-0.457, -0.175)], ethical

leadership and deviant behavior [indirect effect = -0.02,

90 % bias-corrected bootstrap CI (-0.033, -0.002)] and a

positive indirect relationship between ethical leadership

and task performance [indirect effect = 0.03, 90 % bias-

corrected bootstrap CI (0.009, 0.045)], all mediated by trust

in leaders. Therefore, hypotheses 4a–4c were supported. In

addition, there was a negative indirect relationship between

ethical leadership and experienced burnout via surface

acting [indirect effect = -0.04, 90 % bias-corrected

bootstrap CI (-0.092, -0.008)], which provides support

for hypothesis 6a.

Discussion

There is an increasing recognition of the value of ethical

leadership in managing employees in the workplace.

However, despite this recognition, the psychological

mechanisms that link ethical leadership to employee work-T
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related outcomes have seldom been examined in the

existing literature (Mayer et al. 2012; Walumbwa et al.

2011). This study is a response to those calls for a better

understanding of the underlying psychological mechanisms

that are affected by ethical leadership at the individual

level. Specifically, we found that the relationships between

ethical leadership and employees’ work outcomes (i.e.,

burnout, deviant behavior and task performance) were

significantly mediated by trust in leaders. Moreover, sur-

face acting was found to be a mediator of the relationship

between ethical leadership and experienced burnout, but its

mediating effect was not found to be significant in linking

ethical leadership to deviant behavior or work perfor-

mance. A reason for these findings may be that surface

acting primarily reflects employees’ negative attitudes of

fear and conformity, which are, in turn, typically rooted in

employees’ personal motives to maintain interpersonal

acceptance (Grandey 2003; Ozcelik 2013). Instead, surface

acting is more strongly associated with individuals’ emo-

tional outcomes such as burnout.

Theoretical Implications

These findings have several implications for the theory of

ethical leadership. First, this study offers an important

contribution to the ethical leadership literature by demon-

strating the value of ethical leadership in managing

employees’ negative attitudes and behavior in the work-

place. As it encompasses two-way communication and

reinforcement of appropriate behavior, ethical leadership

-.31** 

Experienced 
burnout 

1.00** -.02* 
Trust  

in leader 

.03* 
-.21** 

Deviant  
behavior 

Ethical 
leadership 

.22** 

.01 Surface  
acting 

.04 Task 
performance 

Fig. 2 Path coefficients from the selected model

Table 2 Unstandardized coefficients of the multilevel model for testing main effects and mediation effects

Predictor Trust in leaders Surface acting Experienced burnout Deviant behavior Task performance

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Fixed effect

Intercept 5.15** 0.09 2.49** 0.06 2.94** 0.08 1.03** 0.01 3.17** 0.00

Age .04** 0.02 -0.02** 0.01 -0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Gender -.01 0.13 0.10 0.13 -0.16 0.12 0.00 0.01 -0.05 0.04

Tenure -.01* 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01** 0.00

Ethical leadership 1.00** 0.16 -0.21** 0.09 -0.06 0.13 -0.01 0.01 -0.05* 0.03

Trust in leaders -0.31** 0.07 -0.02* 0.01 0.03* 0.02

Surface acting 0.22** 0.07 0.00 0.01 0.04 0.03

Team size 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.01* 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01** 0.00

Variance component

Individual level residual 1.07** 0.15 0.75** 0.00 0.70** 0.00 0.01* 0.00 0.05** 0.01

Team level residual 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.01 0.00 0.02** 0.01

N = 247 for individual level variables, and N = 45 for team level variables

*p\ 0.05; **p\ 0.01
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can promote the ethical actions of employees and prevent

unethical emotions and behavior (Brown et al. 2005). The

literature has emphasized the importance of ethical lead-

ership in cultivating positive attitudes and behavior, such as

organizational commitment and organizational citizenship

behavior, and its importance in achieving higher levels of

work performance (Kalshoven et al. 2011; Neubert and

Roberts 2013). However, less attention has been paid to the

value of ethical leadership in reducing negative attitudes

and behavior, which are frequently observed in the work-

place. Responding to this gap in the current research, our

study enriches the existing literature by providing a greater

understanding of the value of ethical leadership in reducing

employee burnout and deviant behavior. The value of these

findings is upheld by the fact that they were obtained

through a rigorous examination of the relationships

between ethical leadership and employee work perfor-

mance by using a time-lagged experimental design and by

collecting data from multiple sources.

Second, this study integrates the ethical leadership lit-

erature with the conservation of resources theory.

Responding to previous calls in the literature for an

examination of the underlying mechanisms that link ethical

leadership to employee work outcomes (Kalshoven et al.

2011), this research identified two distinct but comple-

mentary employee-focused variables—trust in leaders and

surface acting—which have been shown to link ethical

leadership to employee work outcomes. From a conserva-

tion of resources perspective, our results show that higher

levels of perceived ethical leadership may allow employees

access to more psychological resources such as higher

levels of trust in leaders and greater authenticity of inter-

actions with the leader, thereby leading to less negative

behavior and better work performance.

Managerial Implications

This study also makes several important practical impli-

cations. First, our findings suggest that ethical leadership

has a salient impact on employees’ negative attitudes and

behavior. Hence, it is important for organizations to iden-

tify, select and promote people who demonstrate desirable

ethical values as leaders. Alternatively, organizations may

opt to invest in ethics training programs for existing leaders

to improve their moral reasoning and ethical behavior.

Second, it is important for leaders to pay attention to

issues such as the extent to which they are trusted by

employees and the extent to which employees feel able to

express their inner feelings. Leaders are encouraged to

cooperate with employees honestly and openly, and beyond

the smile that is ‘‘just painted on’’ (Hochschild 1983).

When employees do not have self-esteem and trust in their

leader, or they fear to communicate openly with the leader,

it can result in various negative emotions and behavior in

the group or organization. Consequently, a leader can only

be successful when employees genuinely trust him or her

and cooperate in an open manner. Therefore, it is recom-

mended that leaders commit to creating an ethical climate

that emphasizes interpersonal trust and open communica-

tion in the workplace.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has a number of limitations. First, both media-

tors (trust in leaders and surface acting) and employees’

experienced burnout were measured from the same source

at the same time. As it was not possible to measure these

variables at different times because of logistical con-

straints, we examined the factor structure of the measures

and confirmed the distinction between these three con-

structs. Nevertheless, we suggest that future research ver-

ifies our empirical results with a more rigorous research

design.

Second, in the current study, ethical leadership was

conceptualized and operationalized as a unidimensional

concept using Brown et al.’s (2005) definition. In future

research, it would be beneficial to examine the relation-

ships between distinct dimensions of ethical leadership and

individuals’ attitudes and behavior (e.g., De Hoogh and

Den Hartog 2008; Kalshoven et al. 2011). For instance,

leaders’ integrity and fairness are more likely to be asso-

ciated with employees’ trust in leaders, while people-ori-

entation behavior may lead to employees’ open

communication and organizational citizenship behavior

(Kalshoven et al. 2011). Thus, we encourage future

research to adopt a multidimensional approach to investi-

gate the extent to which ethical leadership explains vari-

ance in employees’ work attitudes and outcomes.
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