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Abstract
Using multisource data and multilevel analysis, we propose that the ethical stance of supervisors influences subordinates’ 
perceptions of corporate social responsibility (CSR) which in turn influences subordinates’ trust in the organization resulting 
in their taking increased personal social responsibility and engagement in organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) oriented 
toward both the organization and other individuals. Using a multilevel model, we assessed the extent to which ethical leader-
ship and CSR at the work unit level impacts subordinates’ behaviors mediated by organizational trust at the individual level. 
We employed a sample of 71 work unit supervisors and 308 subordinates from five businesses of a conglomerate company 
located in mainland China. Subordinates were asked to rate supervisory ethical leadership practices, CSR, and their extent 
of organizational trust. Supervisors were asked to rate the personal social responsibility taking and OCB of their respective 
subordinates. A multilevel path analysis revealed that ethical leadership has a positive effect on CSR at the work unit level 
and that CSR has a positive cross-level effect on organizational trust at the individual level, which in turn significantly and 
positively impacts OCB through the mediating effect of taking personal social responsibility. Results are discussed in the 
context of China’s manufacturing sector.

Keywords Ethical leadership · Corporate social responsibility · Organizational trust · Organizational citizenship behavior · 
Manufacturing · China

Introduction

China has experienced rapid industrialization and globaliza-
tion over the last two decades with attendant challenges to 
the traditional social governance model (Xie et al. 2008). A 

model of corporate governance with higher moral and ethi-
cal standards has recently emerged (Lu 2014). The impor-
tance of ethical leadership and corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR) for enhancing employee identification with and 
contribution to the organization in China is being recog-
nized by scholars of China’s business practice (Newman 
et al. 2015; Xie et al. 2008). Furthermore, there is scholarly 
attention to ethical leadership and CSR as key drivers of 
organizational trust and valued outcomes such as organiza-
tional citizenship behavior (OCB) (Guh et al. 2013; Lu 2014; 
Newman et al. 2015; Qi and Liu 2014; Wang et al. 2013). 
Consequently, we decided to locate our study in the manu-
facturing sector, the backbone of China’s economic growth 
and well-being. Enhanced productivity through enlightened 
management and corporate governance in the manufacturing 
sector can make a difference to the environment, communi-
ties, and well-being of employees.

Apart from a few exceptions (e.g., Hansen et al. 2011; 
Piccolo et al. 2010; Qi and Liu 2014), much of the research 
has focused on the direct effects of ethical leadership 
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behavior and CSR on various attitudinal and behavioral 
outcomes (Brown and Treviño 2006; Newman et al. 2015). 
Consequently, little is known about the mechanisms through 
which such effects materialize. Ethical leadership and CSR 
are recognized as predictors of OCB (Lu 2014; Newman 
et al. 2015). The role of trust as an outcome of ethical lead-
ership has been investigated from a cognitive, affective, and 
organizational perspective (Bulatova 2015; Dirks and Ferrin 
2002; Lu 2014). The effects of ethical leadership and CSR 
on OCB were explored in relation to two main intermediary 
processes. First, the literature suggests that it is through the 
creation of organizational identification that ethical leader-
ship (Qi and Liu 2014) and CSR (Evans and Davis 2014; 
Glavas and Godwin 2013) positively influence OCB among 
employees. Second, that trust might act either as a modera-
tor (Qi and Liu 2014) or as a mediator of the effect of ethi-
cal leadership on OCB (Dirks and Ferrin 2002; Lu 2014), 
and as a mediator of the CSR–OCB relationship (Hansen 
et al. 2011). Organizational trust has also been proposed as a 
determinant of job attitudes such as job satisfaction, organi-
zational commitment, and intention to quit (Dirks and Ferrin 
2002). Further, organizational commitment was proposed as 
an antecedent of OCB (Guh et al. 2013).

While these findings are valuable in and of themselves, 
they do not offer a comprehensive picture of the dynamics 
of ethical leadership and its consequences as they unfold 
across levels in the organization. More specifically, we do 
not know how ethical leadership promotes CSR practices 
and how CSR, in turn, fosters the development of organiza-
tional trust among employees. We also do not know of pos-
sible sequential mediating effects of CSR and organizational 
trust on the ethical leadership–OCB relationship (Aguinis 
and Glavas 2012; Glavas and Godwin 2013). Understanding 
the underlying process by which CSR influences employees 
is likely to bring sophistication to management theory and 
management practice leading to more effective organiza-
tional intervention (Glavas and Godwin 2013). It will also 
help us in the creation of more refined models of leadership 
that leverages CSR toward positive impact on employees 
(Glavas and Godwin 2013). More importantly, these influ-
ences permeate across levels, a process that has not yet been 
explored (Aguinis and Glavas 2012). While the literature 
documents the roles of ethical leadership, CSR, organiza-
tional trust, individual social responsibility, work attitudes, 
and OCB, it has failed to capture the complexity of the pro-
cesses by which these entities influence each other across 
levels (Aguinis and Glavas 2012).

Ethical leadership at the managerial-level influences 
CSR actions of the organization (Hemingway and Macla-
gan 2004). CSR actions and policies in turn permeate across 
levels to affect employee attitudes and behavior (Aguinis and 
Glavas 2012). There is a cascading effect of managerial-
level CSR on employee actions (Vlachos et al. 2014) and 

if one were to capture these cascading effects, one needs a 
multistage model, multisource data, and cross-level analysis 
to fully appreciate the impact of ethical leadership in organi-
zations and sustain it through enlightened management. In 
making this claim, we agree with Aguinis and Glavas (2012) 
that the “first knowledge gap is the need to produce multi-
level research” (p. 953). We believe that ethical leadership 
will bring about much valued OCBs from employees. We 
argue that such OCBs can be sustained only when employees 
develop trust in the organization and take personal respon-
sibility toward moving the organization forward by engag-
ing in OCBs. Management has to earn this trust. When an 
organization engages in socially responsible behavior in a 
consistent fashion toward all its stakeholders, employees 
take notice. Such CSR is motivated by and emanates from 
ethical leadership on the part of management. The purpose 
of this study is to shed light on the long chain of intermedi-
ary factors between ethical leadership and OCB by focusing 
on the development of shared perceptions of CSR, organiza-
tional trust, and responsibility taking behavior as sequential 
mediating factors.

For our study, we focus on both the supervisors of work 
units and their subordinates. Specifically, we look at the 
ethical leadership behavior of the supervisors and the OCB 
of their respective subordinates including OCBs directed 
toward one’s coworkers and others in the larger work unit 
(OCB-I) and OCBs directed toward the organization itself 
(OCB-O). We employ a multilevel model in which we test 
how ethical leadership behavior by the supervisor contrib-
utes to the development of shared perceptions of CSR among 
subordinates at the work unit level. We further analyze how 
such shared perceptions of CSR have a cross-level mediat-
ing effect between ethical leadership and individual-level 
organizational trust. We then explore the role of responsi-
bility taking behavior as a mediator of the organizational 
trust–OCB relationship at the individual level.

Theory and Hypotheses

Ethical Leadership

Ethical leadership is defined as the demonstration of norma-
tively appropriate behavior in both personal and interper-
sonal contexts and the active promotion of socially respon-
sible behavior at all levels in the organization reinforcing a 
moral ethos through communication and ethical decision 
making (Brown et al. 2005; Snell 2000). Ethical leadership 
is rooted in the principles of respect, service, justice, hon-
esty, and community (Beauchamp and Bowie 1988). Ethical 
leadership theory views the phenomenon as resulting from 
both individual characteristics that include moral reasoning 
(Ciulla 2005) and situational influences that include a moral 
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context (Brown and Treviño 2006). That said, our interest 
is more in how ethical leadership plays out in the organiza-
tion and influences organizational behavior (Hemingway and 
Maclagan 2004).

Ethical leadership theory suggests that ethical leaders 
take interactional justice seriously (Chiaburu and Lim 2008; 
Neubert et al. 2009) and ensure that both external and inter-
nal stakeholders are treated fairly and cared for in a consist-
ent manner. This involves investing in the employees of the 
organization, ensuring their personal growth, engaging other 
stakeholders in a manner that generates a social consensus in 
the community, and communicating a sense of social respon-
sibility. By doing so, ethical leaders are perceived as honest 
and trustworthy by the people they lead (Brown and Treviño 
2006; Neubert et al. 2009). Such trust in the leader translates 
into greater motivation and positive attitudes, such as job 
satisfaction and organizational commitment (Neubert et al. 
2009). Ethical leaders, being responsible for the welfare of 
their organization in general and for their followers, model 
such behavior on a consistent basis (Wood and Bandura 
1989). This rubs off on their subordinates as social learn-
ing theory would suggest and elicits accountability (Brown 
and Treviño 2006). In exchange for the social responsibility 
demonstrated consistently by the leader, the subordinates 
respond by taking responsibility for organizational welfare, 
thus strengthening the consensus regarding mutual exchange 
and obligations (Anderson and Schalk 1998). A subtle form 
of goal alignment starts taking place as a result of ongo-
ing moral management by the leader (Brown and Treviño 
2006). This not only results in the generation of positive 
attitudes such as job satisfaction and higher commitment to 
the organization, but also motivates pro-social and extra-role 
behaviors (Neubert et al. 2009).

This theoretical framework sets the stage for our empiri-
cal model. While the theory is rather succinct about the pro-
cess that links social responsibility to organizational citizen-
ship behavior (Brown and Treviño 2006), we are interested 
in probing the dynamics of this process and unpacking the 
conceptual steps involved in how ethical leadership influ-
ences organizational citizenship behavior.

In what follows, we develop arguments that stretch out 
the theoretical arguments into an empirical model that puts 
forward specific hypotheses that are supported not only by 
our overarching theoretical framework but also by extant 
empirical research in parts. Our interest is to verify the theo-
retical tenets and to reveal the process that would eventually 
be helpful to design a management system that is driven by 
ethical leadership. As one can see, the processes of social 
exchange and social learning inform the substance of the 
linkages in the model we propose. While ethical leadership 
theory is not explicit about its reach across levels in the 
organization, its theoretical links to CSR at the organiza-
tional level and trust at the level of individual employees 

along with attendant attitudes and behaviors that follow jus-
tifies a multilevel model of the phenomenon. There is also 
some empirical evidence for a cascading effect of leadership 
across levels (Bass et al. 1987).

Ethical Leadership and Corporate Social 
Responsibility

Ethical leadership often plays out through corporate actions 
that are viewed as socially responsible (Brown et al. 2005). 
Such actions elicit positive responses from employees 
because they perceive that they are fairly treated by their 
supervisors (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005). Ethical leader-
ship is related to several constructive behavioral outcomes 
such as OCBs (Piccolo et al. 2010), a propensity to take 
more risks, such as voicing change that can potentially ben-
efit the organization and so forth (LePine and Van Dyne 
2001; Qi and Liu 2014). However, employees will be more 
likely to take risks and go beyond the call of duty when they 
believe that the organization will act in their best interests 
and actually see the organization engaging in behaviors that 
are respectful of its stakeholders. That is how CSR comes 
into play. As mentioned earlier, studies show that employee 
perceptions of CSR influence job attitudes, such as organi-
zational commitment, intention to quit, and behavioral out-
comes such as OCB (Carmeli et al. 2007; Newman et al. 
2015; Rupp et al. 2013; Zhang et al. 2014). However, there 
is evidence that employees’ perceptions are shaped by their 
immediate supervisors’ attitudes and behavior (Vlachos 
et al. 2013; Wood and Bandura 1989). Thus, employees’ 
reactions to CSR are explained by social influence (Grif-
fin 1983). Supervisors are seen as the most important 
direct social referents (Dirks and Ferrin 2002; Mayer et al. 
2009). Consequently, subordinates will form judgments 
of CSR based on the information that is communicated by 
the observed behavior of their immediate supervisors. As 
a result, subordinates’ perceptions of CSR will be directly 
impacted by the ethical leadership behavior of their immedi-
ate supervisors (Hemingway and Maclagan 2004; Vlachos 
et al. 2013).

Ethical leadership theory suggests that demonstration 
of normative behavior in interpersonal relationships will 
reinforce reciprocal conduct among employees (Brown 
et al. 2005). We further know that subordinates tend to 
mimic the behavior of their supervisors (Wood and Ban-
dura 1989). By setting a personal example, leaders model 
the values of the organization as their moral development 
renders them sensitive to CSR policies (Snell 2000). This is 
how ethical leadership shapes the perceptions of CSR and 
the OCB of employees. Empirical research supports this 
antecedence of leadership on CSR (Muller and Kolk 2010; 
Weaver et al. 1999). Aguinis and Glavas (2012) suggest that 
a sense of duty and justice among the leaders, indicators of 
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ethical leadership, results in CSR behaviors which in turn 
strengthen employee–organization linkages thus entrench-
ing value alignment. In this process, subordinates perceive 
themselves as being part of a social exchange with their 
supervisors and when they perceive the exchange as fair 
they will reciprocate by going beyond the call of duty to 
accomplish more (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005).

Hansen et al. (2011) argued that individual-level percep-
tions of CSR are more relevant for determining the impact 
of CSR on individual attitudes and behavior. However, the 
literature suggests that employees not only assess whether 
they are treated fairly but also make a cognitive evaluation 
as to how others are treated. So, we argue here that it is the 
shared perceptions of CSR among employees that contrib-
ute to the promotion of discretionary behavior that benefit 
others and the organization (Bartels et al. 2010). In their 
conceptual development of CSR, Basu and Palazzo (2008) 
suggested a process model of organizational sense-making 
in which the way managers cognitively process and discuss 
CSR and exemplify CSR through their actions provides 
information about how employees should respond to key 
stakeholders. Such process model offers a new perspective 
that differs from that of a content-based approach to CSR. 
It focuses on how CSR is enacted in organizations. The sig-
nals launched by managers about CSR guide CSR-related 
activities performed by those who can observe how manag-
ers act with respect to stakeholders (Minbaeva 2016). The 
behavior and discourse of managers shape the mental frames 
of subordinates in assessing CSR (Mitchell et al. 1997). 
Moreover, Ciulla (2005) proposed that the congruence 
between a leader’s discourse and behavior sets the ground 
for robust relationships characterized by trust and reciproc-
ity. When subordinates receive consistent and clear signals 
from a supervisor, they are likely to develop common mental 
frames about CSR. This is more likely to happen when the 
supervisor is a trusted source as reflected by one’s intrinsic 
moral character (Ciulla 2005). This means that we should 
expect differences in perceptions of CSR across work units. 
The ethical leadership behavior of a supervisor will directly 
impact sense-making (Weick 1995) among subordinates in 
a work unit and the development of common mental frames 
by which subordinates will cognitively process information, 
think, and act toward stakeholders. Therefore, ethical leader-
ship is essential in shaping positive and consistent percep-
tions of CSR in a work unit. However, we stress that it is 
through the shaping of shared perceptions of CSR among 
subordinates that supervisors elicit consistent constructive 
behavioral responses on the part of their subordinates. Thus, 
we offer:

Hypothesis 1 Supervisor’s ethical leadership behavior has 
a positive effect on shared perceptions of CSR at the work 
unit level.

Corporate Social Responsibility and Organizational 
Trust

CSR policies and guidelines are initiated at the organiza-
tional level and serve as key components of the broader 
institutional context that influences employee behavior 
(Greenwood and Van Buren 2010). Research shows that 
employees’ perceptions of CSR at the group-level influence 
their individual-level organizational identification (Carmeli 
et al. 2007), engagement (Glavas and Piderit 2009), and 
OCB (Jones 2010; Lin et al. 2010; Sully de Luque et al. 
2008). Therefore, answering the call of Aguinis and Glavas 
(2012), we propose a cross-level relationship from work unit 
perceptions of CSR to individual-level organizational trust 
and attendant individual employee behavioral outcomes.

It should be noted that in our study, supervisors and their 
subordinates are from various work units from five busi-
nesses of a large manufacturing conglomerate company. 
These different work units involve a variety of industrial 
processes resulting in various levels of pollution to the 
environment. Therefore, supervisors who monitor the daily 
operations have an obligation to fulfill their CSR to vari-
ous stakeholders. Although CSR policies and guidelines are 
issued from the top of the organization, supervisors have 
discretion in interpreting and making decisions with respect 
to CSR practices. Their leadership therefore shapes socially 
constructed and shared perceptions of CSR at the work unit 
level. In sum, it is necessary to study CSR as a group-level 
phenomenon because supervisors and their subordinates 
have significant impact on the implementation of CSR and 
its influence on various stakeholders. Furthermore, research 
reveals that perceptions of CSR at the work unit level influ-
ence individual employee responses and overall performance 
(Hunt and Jennings 1997).

At the individual level, trust refers to one’s willingness 
to accept vulnerability to another party based on positive 
expectations of that party’s actions (Mayer et al. 1995). 
When employees perceive the organization as socially 
responsible and benevolent, they are more likely to trust that 
the organization will treat them fairly. Therefore, employees 
will become more open to the organization based upon their 
assessments of the values and ethics of the organization. 
Therefore, we consider individual-level organizational trust 
as the most proximal outcome of CSR.

The conception of CSR has the potential to influence 
organizational trust. For subordinates, CSR provides infor-
mation about what the organization stands for and what they 
can expect in terms of personal treatment. Consequently, the 
perceptions of CSR formed within a work unit communicate 
information about the responsibility the organization is will-
ing to take vis-à-vis its stakeholders, including employees. 
CSR can lead to high-trust cultures that minimize transaction 
costs, bureaucratic control, and conflict (Shockley-Zalabak 
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et al. 2000). When the organization is perceived as benevo-
lent, it reduces uncertainty. The organization is perceived as 
predictable and as acting in good faith toward its stakehold-
ers (Mayer et al. 1995). However, organizational trust is also 
influenced by the individual experiences a subordinate has 
had with the organization. As a trustor, an employee may 
have experienced violation of trust in the past. Moreover, 
the trustor may experience high or low value congruence 
with the organization (Mishra 1996; Shockley-Zalabak 
et al. 2000). Thus, organizational trust is influenced by CSR 
activities that are embedded in the cognitive and linguistic 
processes of stakeholders and by individual experiences with 
respect to CSR.

This brings attention to the importance of the level of 
analysis in the conceptualization of organizational trust 
(Schoorman et al. 2007). Organizational trust can be derived 
from the actions of leaders and employees’ perceptions of 
CSR. However, employees’ propensity to trust and identi-
fication with the organization play an important role in the 
development of organizational trust. Therefore, we offer 
that CSR is a group-level conception shared by a group 
of subordinates based on the observations of supervisory 
behavior with respect to CSR practices. Supervisory ethical 
leadership fosters a common understanding among subor-
dinates as to what responsibility the organization is taking 
toward its stakeholders. As such, subordinates who work for 
a supervisor whom they consider an ethical leader are more 
likely to share consistent perceptions of CSR. This will in 
turn increase the likelihood that subordinates will trust the 
organization. However, propensity to trust, identification 
with the organization, and past experiences among others 
come into play in developing individual organizational trust. 
Thus, organizational trust is a complex and dynamic phe-
nomenon that reflects individual differences both within and 
between work units. Consequently, we do expect that CSR 
at the work unit level will have an effect on organizational 
trust at the individual level. Thus, we offer:

Hypothesis 2 Work unit level perceptions of CSR directly 
and positively impact individual level organizational trust.

We further anticipate that shared perceptions of CSR at 
the work unit level play a mediating role between super-
visory ethical leadership behavior and individual level 
organizational trust among subordinates. As specified above, 
supervisors have discretion over the implementation of CSR 
practices and can use their referent and expert power to influ-
ence subordinates who will tend to emulate their respective 
supervisor. CSR serves as the medium through which ethical 
leadership is interpreted on an ongoing basis. Supervisory 
CSR practices can be observed and cognitively processed by 
subordinates. As such, these CSR practices of a supervisor 
offer useful cues as to what the organization stands for and 

as to whether subordinates can expect fair treatment on the 
part of the organization. Consequently, ethical leadership in 
this particular context will impact individual-level organi-
zational trust through CSR.

Hypothesis 3 Work unit level perceptions of CSR will 
mediate the relationship between supervisory ethical lead-
ership behavior and individual level organizational trust.

Organizational Trust and Organizational Citizenship 
Behavior

Studies show that employee organizational trust is positively 
related to OCB (Dirks and Ferrin 2001; Guh et al. 2013; 
Hansen et al. 2011). As mentioned earlier, trust refers to 
one’s willingness to be vulnerable to another party while 
being cognizant of the fact that the actions and decisions of 
that other party cannot be monitored and controlled (Mayer 
et al. 1995). Thus, employees who trust the organization are 
likely to endorse the organization’s policies and are will-
ing to take risks on behalf of the organization (Guh et al. 
2013). Ethical leadership theory (Brown and Treviño 2005) 
suggests that both trust and job attitudes of employees are 
influenced by the moral management efforts of their respec-
tive leader. In particular, CSR practices oriented toward the 
well-being of employees build organizational trust (Farooq 
et al. 2014). We also know that organizational trust posi-
tively impacts the organizational commitment of employees 
(Farooq et al. 2014; Guh et al. 2013; Hansen et al. 2011). 
Furthermore, research shows that CSR has a positive impact 
on OCB through organizational trust (Hansen et al. 2011). 
CSR through the creation of shared meaning (Weick 1995), 
contributes to the development of a social identity (Tadjfel 
and Turner 1986), which in turn, influences organizational 
commitment that leads to OCBs toward one’s coworkers 
(OCB-I) and toward the employing organization (OCB-O) 
(Collier and Esteban 2007; Vlachos et al. 2014). However, 
such commitment is a direct consequence of organiza-
tional trust (Hansen et al. 2011). Thus, organizational trust 
becomes a key driver of both OCB-I and OCB-O.

The relationship between organizational trust and OCBs 
is conditioned by the extent to which employees are will-
ing to take risks and accept responsibilities (Colquitt et al. 
2007). By taking on more responsibilities, employees expose 
themselves to criticisms and increase their accountability 
to others. They are willing to do this because they trust the 
organization and identify with the organization. It is what we 
call individual social responsibility. Such reciprocity to CSR 
shows that the ethical leadership effect goes through CSR at 
the work unit level and organizational trust at the individual 
level (Bass et al. 1987; Vlachos et al. 2013). Therefore, we 
believe that organizational trust will engender responsibility 
taking behavior among subordinates and propose:
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Hypothesis 4 Organizational trust has a direct positive 
impact on subordinate responsibility taking behavior.

Organizational citizenship behavior constitutes discre-
tionary extra-role behavior that can promote the overall 
welfare of the organization (Organ 1988; Podsakoff et al. 
2000). OCBs are directed toward one’s coworkers and other 
individuals in the organization (OCB-I) as well as toward 
the organization itself (OCB-O) (LePine et al. 2002). Active 
pursuit of interpersonal engagement with co-workers (OCB-
I) with a view to contribute to the collective welfare of the 
organization and demonstrating behavior that is in the best 
interest of the organization (OCB-O) are more likely when 
employees believe that the organization is cognizant of 
their welfare and supportive of their efforts. This is what 
ethical leadership entails (Brown and Treviño 2005). Thus, 
organizational trust lays the foundations for the emergence 
of helping behavior in organizations. With trust comes 
responsibility and with responsibility comes the willingness 
to take risk. Thus, responsibility taking behavior becomes a 
mediator of the relationship between trust and OCB. When 
employees take responsibility above and beyond what is 
in their job description, they are more likely to engage in 
behaviors that help others (OCB-I) and that help the organi-
zation (OCB-O) (Glavas and Piderit 2009). In other words, 
taking additional responsibilities above and beyond the call 
of duty will result in organizational citizenship behaviors 
directed toward coworkers and the organization. Thus, we 
offer:

Hypothesis 5a Taking responsibility has a direct positive 
effect on OCB-I.

Hypothesis 5b Taking responsibility has a direct positive 
effect on OCB-O.

We further propose that organizational trust has an indi-
rect effect on OCB-I and OCB-O through responsibility tak-
ing. Individual responsibility taking behavior constitutes a 
constructive and proactive response to CSR resulting from 
the ethical leadership behavior of supervisors engendering 
high organizational trust among subordinates. In the absence 
of organizational trust, subordinates are more likely to meet 
the minimum requirements as delineated in their job contract 
and avoid taking responsibility so as to reduce the likelihood 
of potential criticisms as a result of their initiative. As such, 
taking responsibility constitutes a first step toward a subor-
dinate’s full engagement with the organization. When sub-
ordinates get involved beyond the call of duty, they become 
cognizant of the needs of the organization and co-workers 
and start to engage in pro-social behavior that can benefit the 
organization in the long run. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 6 The simultaneous effect of organizational 
trust on OCB-I and OCB-O is mediated by responsibility 
taking behavior.

Figure 1 presents the illustration of the conceptual model.

Methods

Context

We contacted five businesses of a conglomerate manufac-
turing company located in southwest mainland China. The 
company has operations in various fields including de-sul-
furization and de-nitrification, heavy-duty machinery, power 
transmission, solar grade silicon, industrial control devices, 
and chemical and maritime equipment.

Ethical 
Leadership

Corporate Social 
Responsibility

Organizational 
Trust

Taking 
Responsibility

OCB - 
Individual

OCB - 
Organizational

H1

H2

H3 (Mediation effect of Corporate Social Responsibility)  

H4
H5a

H5bH6
(Mediation effect of Taking Responsibility) 

Team level

Individual level

Fig. 1  Hypothesized multilevel model (H hypothesis)
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Procedures

We contacted 150 work units from these five manufactur-
ing businesses. In each unit, we obtained data from various 
business functions such as research and development, quality 
assurance, production and operation, administration, cus-
tomer service, and sales and marketing. Under the support 
of the director of human resources, we invited one employee 
per unit to serve as survey coordinator and to collect data. 
The survey coordinators explained the objectives of the 
study to the participants and distributed questionnaires to 
supervisors and subordinates. During the data collection, 
we ensured the confidentiality of individual responses to 
increase respondents’ frankness and to decrease their appre-
hension about evaluation. One of the co-authors who is 
attached to the institutional research committee reviewed the 
research protocol in accordance with the ethical standards 
laid down in the 1964 Helsinki Declaration. All participants 
gave their informed consent and were fully informed of their 
right to withdraw from the study at any point in time.

Sample

Of the 150 work units contacted, 71 agreed to participate 
in the study. This yielded a total of 71 supervisors and 310 
subordinates. After removing unusable data, we had a total 
of 308 subordinates. The average number of subordinates in 
each work unit was four. The smallest work unit was com-
posed of three subordinates and the largest of 14 subordi-
nates. The sample of subordinates was composed of 68% 
males. The average age was 33 years. In terms of education, 
7% had completed high school, 31% had done technical col-
lege, 35% had an Associate degree, 24% had a Bachelor’s 
degree, and 3% had a Master’s degree or Doctoral degree. 
For 71 percent of them, organizational tenure totals more 
than 3 years. For the supervisors, 87% were males. The aver-
age age is 38 years. The level of education was overall higher 
with 24% with a technical college, 28% with an Associate 
degree, 41% with a Bachelor’s degree, and 7% with a Mas-
ter’s degree or Doctoral degree.

The average length of the supervisor–subordinate rela-
tionship was 8 years. Subordinates provided ratings on the 
ethical leadership behavior of their respective supervisors, 
perceptions of CSR, and extent of organizational trust. 
Supervisors were asked to rate the responsibility taking 
behavior and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) of 
each subordinate.

Measures

The survey items, originally developed in English as part of 
a larger program of research, were administered in Chinese. 
We used the classic back-to-back translation procedure to 

ensure accuracy of meaning (Brislin 1980). We did a pilot 
test with the Chinese survey instrument after which a small 
number of items were reworded for clarity. A 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 
was used for all items pertaining to the study variables.

Ethical Leadership

Ethical leadership was measured with a 10-item scale devel-
oped by Brown et al. (2005). Subordinates were asked to rate 
the extent to which they agreed with provided statements 
about ethical leadership behavior. A sample item is: “My 
supervisor sets an example of how to do things in the right 
way in terms of ethics.” Cronbach alpha is 0.89.

Corporate Social Responsibility

We measured corporate social responsibility with a five-
dimensional scale using 20 items from Turker (2009). This 
measure distinguishes five types of CSR initiatives accord-
ing to the type of stakeholders targeted: CSR to customers, 
government and society, environment, employees, and phi-
lanthropy. We chose to use all five dimensions of Turker’s 
measure because we would like to access employees’ over-
all perceptions of CSR. This is particularly needed in the 
context of our study, where those manufacturing work units 
all have some levels of pollution to the environment and 
responsibilities to the community. Therefore, employees are 
not only passive members of a corporation, but they are also 
responsible for CSR practices and contribute to the value of 
the corporation (Rupp et al. 2013) and multiple stakeholders.

A sample item for socially responsible Human Resources 
is “Our Company provides a wide range of indirect ben-
efits to improve the quality of employees’ lives.” A sample 
item for responsibility toward customers is: “Our Company 
respects consumer rights beyond the legal requirements.” A 
sample item for responsibility toward society is: “Our Com-
pany emphasizes the importance of its social responsibili-
ties to society.” A sample item for responsibility toward the 
environment is: “Our Company makes investment to create 
a better life for future generations.” A sample item for phi-
lanthropy is: “Our Company makes sufficient monetary con-
tributions to charities.” Cronbach alpha for corporate social 
responsibility is 0.89. For both ethical leadership behavior 
and CSR, the individual-level responses were aggregated at 
the group level by taking the average for each group. The 
procedure employed for testing the inter-rater agreement is 
explained below in the aggregation analysis section.

Organizational Trust

The perception of organizational trust was measured with 
seven items from Robinson (1996) developed after Gabarro 
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and Athos (1976). The subordinates were asked to assess 
the extent to which they have trust in the organization. A 
sample item is: “I can expect my organization to treat me in a 
consistent and predictable fashion.” Cronbach alpha is 0.80.

Responsibility Taking

The 3-item scale from Wagner (1995) was used to measure 
the extent of responsibility taking behavior in team work. 
A sample item is “Is responsible for the productivity of the 
group”. Cronbach alpha is 0.87.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior

We measured OCB-I with seven items and OCB-O with 
six items from Williams and Anderson (1991). For OCB-
I, a sample item is: “Goes out of his/her way to help new 
employees.” For OCB-O, a sample item is: “Conserves and 
protects organizational property.” Cronbach alphas were 
0.89 and 0.76 for OCB-I and OCB-O, respectively.

Analytic Strategy

We used a multilevel theoretical model and employed nested 
data to test our model. As shown in Fig. 1, we propose that 
supervisory ethical leadership and CSR are at the group 
level while subordinates’ trust in the organization, taking 
responsibility behavior, and OCBs are at individual level 
of analysis. We analyzed the interrelationships among vari-
ables at both the individual and group levels of analysis. A 

multilevel path analysis was used to test our hypotheses, 
which not only offers conventional multilevel modeling pro-
cedures, but also allows simultaneous investigation of multi-
ple paths at various levels. We further employed multisource 
data in order to minimize common method bias (Podsakoff 
et al. 2003).

We used Mplus 6.0 (Muthén and Muthén 2010) program 
to perform multilevel analysis. Following the procedures 
outlined by Muthén (1994) and Preacher et al. (2011), we 
first examined the proportion of between-level variance 
by computing Type I Intra-class Correlation Coefficients 
(Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). Then, we computed Rwg(j) 
statistic (James 1982; James et al. 1993) and ICC(2) to dem-
onstrate acceptable within groups or inter-rater agreement 
(Klein and Kozlowski 2000). We tested the construct valid-
ity of our measures using multilevel confirmatory factor 
analysis (MCFA) in order to analyze covariance matrices 
and factor structure at both within-level and between-level 
simultaneously (Hox 2002). Finally, multilevel path analysis 
(MPA) was used to test our hypotheses.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, reliability 
coefficients, and correlations for the study variables for both 
individuals and work units.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and correlations

For individual-level measure, N = 308; for team-level measures, N = 71; numbers in parentheses are coefficient alphas
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Individual-level measures
1. Age 32.94 8.20 –
2. Gender 1.31 0.47 0.14** –
3. Education 2.86 0.97 − 0.37** 0.03 –
4. Tenure 11.45 9.10 0.92** 0.19** − 0.40** –
5. Organizational trust 5.22 0.86 − 0.12* − 0.11 0.13* − 0.10 (0.80)
6. Taking responsibility 5.67 0.97 0.16** − 0.12* − 0.04 0.16** 0.08 (0.87)
7. OCB-individual 5.58 0.85 0.15** − 0.04 − 0.03 0.16** 0.05 0.84** (0.88)
8. OCB-organizational 5.51 0.82 0.04 − 0.00 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.73** 0.77** (0.76)
Team-level measures
1. Age 38.03 6.31 –
2. Gender 1.13 0.34 0.22 –
3. Education 3.27 0.94 − 0.52** 0.03 –
4. Tenure 16.93 7.50 0.93** 0.19 − 0.63** –
5. Ethical leadership 5.32 0.53 − 0.05 − 0.12 0.09 − 0.08 (0.89)
6. Corporate social responsibility 5.35 0.43 − 0.00 − 0.09 0.06 − 0.05 0.84** (0.89)
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Aggregation Analyses

The results of one-way ANOVA with random effects show 
that the between-group variance among study variables 
was significant at the 0.01 level, which indicates significant 
between-group difference. The values of type I intra-class 
correlation coefficients (ICC1) were 0.17 for ethical lead-
ership, and 0.12 for corporate social responsibility. These 
are considered acceptable according to James (1982). Then, 
we tested the reliability of group means using ICC(2) as 
recommended by Schnabel et al. (1998). The ICC(2) were 
0.47 and 0.37 for ethical leadership and CSR, respectively. 
Moreover, the median Rwg(j) values were 0.84 for ethical 
leadership and 0.80 for CSR. These Rwg(j) values were 
above the conventionally acceptable Rwg(j) value of 0.70, 
indicating that work unit inter-rater agreement was strong 
(James et al. 1993). Taken together, these tests offer support 
for the aggregation of the data at the group level for both 
ethical leadership and CSR.

Validity of Measures

We conducted a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis 
(MCFA) to verify the construct validity of the multilevel 
variables including ethical leadership and CSR. The MCFA 
was tested using the following steps: (1) conventional con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA), (2) between-level variance, 
(3) within-level factor structure, (4) between-level factor 
structure, and (5) ML-CFA (Dyer et al. 2005; Muthén 1994). 
As shown in Table 2, the results of MCFA indicate that the 
measurement model is acceptable.

We also conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
to verify the construct validity of the single-level variables 
including organizational trust, taking responsibility, OCB-I, 
and OCB-O. The results show that the measurement model 
is acceptable (χ2(101) = 357.04, TLI = 0.90, CFI = 0.91, 
RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.05).

To test for the potential influence of common method 
variance, we created a latent variable to which OCB-I, OCB-
O, and taking responsibility were related. The paths were 
constrained to be equal and the variance of the common fac-
tor constrained to be of a value of 1. The factor loadings for 
common latent factor were equal to 0.50 before standardi-
zation and the t value indicated significance. The common 

variance was estimated as the square of the common factor 
loading. The results suggest that there was no significant 
common method bias with a calculated variance of 24.7%, 
which is well below the threshold of 50% (Podsakoff et al. 
2003).

We further did the zero-constrained test (Lindell and 
Whitney 2001). We conducted the Chi-square difference 
test with the constrained model (χ2 = 425.83; df = 91). The 
results show that the amount of shared variance across all 
variables was not significantly different from zero. Thus, 
there was no significant common method bias in the meas-
urement of OCB-I, OCB-O, and taking responsibility.

Hypothesis Testing

We tested the hypothesized model using multilevel path 
analysis. All the path coefficients were estimated simulta-
neously. Results show that the model exhibits a satisfac-
tory fit (χ2 = 136.04, df = 44, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, 
RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.04[within], 0.08[between]).

As indicated in Table 3 and in Fig. 2, supervisory ethical 
leadership is positively related to the perceptions of CSR at 
the work unit level (β = 0.24, p < 0.00). Therefore, Hypoth-
esis 1 is supported. Hypotheses 2 stated that there will be 
a cross-level direct path between perceptions of CSR at the 
work unit level and organizational trust at the individual 
level. Results show a significant cross-level path (β = 0.36, 
p < 0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. We further 
tested the cross-level mediation relation using the 95% con-
fidence interval for the indirect effect. The indirect relation 
between ethical leadership and individual organizational 
trust via shared perceptions of CSR remains positive (0.09 
[95% CI 0.06, 0.12]). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is supported. 
Table 3 presents the path coefficients and estimated indirect 
effects.

Hypothesis 4 proposed a direct effect of individual organi-
zational trust on responsibility taking behavior. Results show 
that organizational trust is positively related to responsibility 
taking behavior (β = 0.19, p < 0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 4 is 
supported. Furthermore, Hypotheses 5a and 5b proposed 
that responsibility taking behavior will have a positive effect 
on OCB-I and OCB-O, respectively. Results reveal that both 
hypotheses are supported. The relationships between respon-
sibility taking behavior and OCB-I (β = 0.73, p < 0.00) and 

Table 2  Model fit for multilevel 
confirmatory factor analysis 
models

df degrees of freedom, CFI comparative fit index, RMSEA root-mean-square error of approximation, SRMR 
standardized root-mean-square residual, W within-group portion of the model, B between-group portion of 
the model

Construct χ2 df χ2/df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR

Ethical leadership 143.23 70 2.05 0.92 0.94 0.06 B = 0.15; W = 0.04
Corporate social 

responsibility
160.81 88 1.83 0.91 0.93 0.05 B = 0.15; W = 0.05
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OCB-O (β = 0.62, p < 0.00) are both significant. The indi-
rect effect of organizational trust on OCB-I (0.14, 95% CI 
[0.001, 0.276]) and OCB-O (0.12, 90% CI [0.019, 0.215]) 
are significantly nonzero, thus providing evidence for the 
mediating effect of responsibility taking, thereby supporting 
Hypothesis 6.

Discussion

This study highlights the importance of ethical leadership 
in creating awareness of CSR among the led and shaping 
their perceptions. We found that perceptions of CSR at the 
work unit level directly impact organizational trust at the 

individual level. Moreover, we provided evidence suggesting 
that ethical leadership elicits organizational trust through 
shared awareness of CSR among work unit members. We 
also show that trust in the organization motivates employees 
to take on additional responsibilities and engage in OCBs.

These findings extend the existing literature in two impor-
tant ways. The literature as it stands has done a comprehen-
sive job of identifying the relationships among the different 
components of our model. But they were confined to one 
or two variables at a time or were mostly at one level of 
analysis. We first looked at the phenomenon as multifaceted, 
manifesting itself across levels involving multiple actors. We 
modeled the phenomenon such that the full impact of ethi-
cal leadership unfolded through CSR to creating trust and 

Table 3  Summary of path coefficients and indirect effects for mediation models

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; +p < 0.10

Path coefficients

To corporate 
social responsi-
bility

To organizational trust To taking responsibility To OCB-individual To OCB-organizational

Ethical leadership 0.24*** (0.04) – – – –
Corporate social responsi-

bility
– 0.36*** (0.09) – – –

Organizational trust – – 0.19** (0.09) – –
Taking responsibility – – – 0.73*** (0.04) 0.62*** (0.04)

Results from tests of indirect effects

Indirect effect Symmetric confidence interval

Cross-level indirect effect
Ethical leadership → corporate social responsibility → organizational trust 0.09* CI 95% [0.058, 0.115]
Individual-level indirect effect
Organizational trust → taking responsibility → OCB-individual 0.14* CI 95% [0.001, 0.276]
Organizational trust → taking responsibility → OCB-organizational 0.12+ CI 90% [0.019, 0.215]

Ethical 
Leadership

Corporate Social 
Responsibility

Organizational 
Trust

Taking 
Responsibility

OCB - 
Individual

OCB - 
Organizational

0.24***

0.36***

0.19**
0.73***

0.62***

Team level

Individual level

χ
2
=136.04; df=44; CFI=0.95; TLI=0.94; RMSEA=0.08; SRMR(within)=0.04; SRMR(between)=0.08

Fig. 2  Structured model
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taking personal responsibility that manifested itself through 
OCBs. Multiple variables relevant to ethical leadership and 
CSR were combined in a theoretically robust fashion and 
tested using a multilevel analysis with multisource data. This 
inspires confidence toward investing in ethical leadership 
training for managers as it makes strategic sense. Second, we 
have broadened the scope of the research on ethical leader-
ship, CSR, and OCB by locating it in China’s manufactur-
ing sector where much of China’s economic well-being is 
determined.

Instead of measuring ethical leadership in the abstract, 
we focused on the ethical leadership of a direct referent, 
namely the supervisor of each participating work unit. This 
conditioned the respondent to focus on ethical leadership 
as displayed and practiced by his or her own supervisor, 
lending authenticity to the measurement. We used a char-
acter-based approach to analyze the leadership behavior of 
the supervisor and demonstrated that the integrity, depend-
ability, and fairness of supervisors influenced the extent 
to which subordinates trust the organization. However, we 
noted that the influence of ethical leadership on subordinate 
trust is a mediated one. If subordinates collectively perceive 
that the organization supports CSR practices they are more 
likely to trust the organization. Thus, supervisors make sub-
ordinates develop expectations about the organization by 
modeling socially responsible behavior. When subordinates 
feel confident that the supervisor and the organization will 
treat them fairly and be a responsible corporate citizen, they 
may be more comfortable engaging in behaviors that might 
otherwise be considered risky. When the organization acts 
in a consistent and predictable way toward its external and 
internal stakeholders and invests in CSR practices, it signals 
to its employees that it is worth exerting extra efforts and to 
reciprocate by engaging in extra-role behavior. This affirms 
that the norm of reciprocity influences the way subordinates 
respond to the treatment they receive from the organization 
in the context of ethical leadership. In a collectivist culture 
like that of China, it is expected that the norm of reciproc-
ity is stronger in its facilitation of social exchange. Conse-
quently, trust in the organization displayed at the individual 
level sets the stage for a fruitful social exchange between the 
organization and its employees. This study demonstrates that 
employee’s organizational trust mediates the social exchange 
process.

Findings indicate that CSR influences the behavioral 
response of subordinates through organizational trust, which 
means that the shared perceptions of CSR, when positive, 
elicit constructive behavior from subordinates through the 
development of individual trust in the organization. This is 
in alignment with the tenets of identity theory, which pro-
poses that employees are more likely to identify with the 
organization when it engages in CSR. This study also shows 
that subordinates will take on added responsibilities when 

they trust the organization. This results in their engaging 
in OCB-I and OCB-O. When employees identify with the 
organization, their interrelationships with others will be col-
laborative and supportive. We extend current literature by 
proposing that shared perceptions of CSR among subordi-
nates influence individual OCB-I and OCB-O through the 
development of organizational trust and reciprocity. Such 
reciprocity is illustrated through subordinates taking respon-
sibility when the organization invests in CSR. This corrobo-
rates existing literature on the role of organizational trust as 
a mediator between CSR and OCB. More importantly, our 
findings underscore the potential of ethical leadership for 
sustainable pan-organizational influence.

A major strength of this study pertains to its design. We 
employed multisource data to capture the voice of the par-
ticipants at each level to ensure authenticity. We also con-
trolled for common method variance using multisource data. 
We measured the variables at the level where it mattered 
most (Minbaeva 2016). We focused on ethical leadership 
and CSR at the group level and organizational trust and 
behavioral responses at the individual level. The multilevel 
model provided empirical evidence of a higher quality by 
controlling for variance at the group and individual levels 
simultaneously. We demonstrated that shared perceptions 
of supervisory ethical leadership practices and CSR at the 
group-level influence organizational trust at the individual 
level. Thus, we illustrate here that there is a significant cross-
level path between-group-level CSR and individual-level 
organizational trust. By employing a multilevel path analy-
sis, we were able to demonstrate the sequential mediation of 
group-level CSR, individual-level organizational trust, and 
taking responsibility, thereby elaborating the effect of super-
visory ethical leadership practices on subordinates’ OCBs 
in much greater detail. Leaders have the power to shape the 
perceptions of their subordinates. When leaders act in a way 
that is ethical, they show to their subordinates that CSR is 
important. It is the development of shared perceptions of 
CSR that influences the extent to which each employee will 
be willing to invest in the organization. It is through shaping 
perceptions that leaders engender subordinates’ organiza-
tional trust and as a result, elicit constructive behavior on 
the part of subordinates.

This study makes an important contribution to the lit-
erature by elucidating the long-chain process between ethi-
cal leadership behavior at the group level and OCBs at the 
individual level. Rather than focusing on the job attitudes of 
subordinates as outcome variables of ethical leadership and 
CSR that are already well established in the literature, we 
focused on the group-level and individual-level mediators 
between ethical leadership and OCB. By shaping the collec-
tive perceptions of their subordinates, supervisors contribute 
to the development of trust in the organization among their 
subordinates through a positive social construction of CSR. 
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We further propose that it is the shared positive perceptions 
of CSR that engender organizational trust and that such trust 
influences subordinates’ constructive behavioral responses. 
As subordinates take on more responsibilities, it gives rise 
to extra role behavior directed toward both the organization 
and coworkers. Taken together, our findings highlight the 
importance of studying the interrelationships among lead-
ership behavior and OCB using explanatory factors at the 
group and individual level of analysis. We employed here 
shared perceptions of CSR at the group level and organi-
zational trust at the individual level as explanatory factors 
that involve both cognitive and affective processes. Future 
research should unpack these cognitive and affective pro-
cesses so as to shed light on how ethical leadership and CSR 
trigger change in employee behavior.

This study has some limitations. First, although we 
obtained significant results, a larger sample size would offer 
more robust findings. Second, the measure of CSR should 
integrate more HR practices of relevance for employee reten-
tion and job performance. Another limitation pertains to the 
cross-sectional data collection. A longitudinal study would 
provide more information as to how changes in organiza-
tional trust can be triggered by changes in CSR practices and 
explore possible reciprocal effects. In other words, studying 
changes in individual trajectories as a result of changes in 
leadership and CSR practices could yield additional inter-
esting findings to uncover when and how employees invest 
in OCBs or withdraw their OCBs as leadership and CSR 
practices change. Researchers could also consider the poten-
tial moderating effect of the composition of group members 
and other characteristics of the group such as size and slack 
resources. Such factors could very well influence the extent 
to which employees exhibit OCBs. There is also a need to 
corroborate this cross-level path over time to see how con-
sistent and enduring it may be as organizational changes 
get implemented. Nevertheless, the results presented here 
provide enough evidence to suggest that the cross-level path 
between CSR at the group level and organizational trust at 
the individual level is of relevance for understanding the 
process through which employees decide to take responsibil-
ity and engage in OCBs in the context of ethical leadership. 
Our focus on an emerging economy like China broadens the 
scope of theoretical guidance for future research on ethical 
leadership and corporate social responsibility.

In conclusion, we view this study not only as an empiri-
cal endorsement of ethical leadership theory as it stands but 
also as a commentary on the process by which it unfolds. 
We offer insights as to how ethical leadership plays a crucial 
role in the implementation of CSR practices, development of 
shared perceptions of CSR and organizational trust among 
subordinates in a work unit, and influences behavioral out-
comes of relevance to the effectiveness of the organization. 
We also broaden the empirical base for ethical leadership 

theory by locating our study in the manufacturing sector in 
mainland China. We hope that our contribution would pave 
the way to refine the conceptualization of CSR as a dynamic 
process among actors in the organization that should be stud-
ied with a multilevel approach to unwrap its effect across 
organizational levels.
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