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Abstract

Scholars have suggested that leaders’ ethical failures at the beginning of the twenty-first century have raised awareness
about the importance of ethical leadership (EL). Yet, there has been no systematic effort to evaluate whether this awareness
indeed led to changes in EL or how followers react to this leadership style over time. To address this gap, we examine the
evolution in EL means, variability, and its associations with follower outcomes between 2004 and 2019. Our cross-temporal
meta-analysis included 359 independent samples from 314 studies published between 2005 and 2020 and focused on follow-
ers’ ratings of their leaders using the Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS; Brown et al., in Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes, 97(2), 117-134, 2005). Using cubic spline meta-regressions, our results indicated no global changes
in EL mean levels and variability across the 15-year period. Nevertheless, country-level comparisons revealed different
EL-trends in China (i.e. decrease) versus the United States (i.e. stable), and further moderation analyses highlighted the
role of cultural value dimensions and national corruption rates. Finally, we also found that the relationship between EL and
desirable follower outcomes (e.g. organizational citizenship behavior) became gradually stronger over time on a global level.
These results provide a solid empirical basis to evaluate cross-temporal trends in EL and its (changing) impact on follower
outcomes across the globe.

Keywords Ethical leadership - Cross-temporal meta-analysis - Cross-cultural meta-analysis - Corruption - Cultural
dimensions - Follower outcomes

Introduction and beyond (e.g. the large number of #MeToo cases). A

recurring theme in these global events has been the critical

Around the start of the twenty-first century, a series of busi-
ness scandals (e.g. WorldCom, Enron, Tyco) were widely
discussed in international media, drawing public attention to
the theme of corporate ethics. Over the following years, the
scope of such scandals broadened, and reflected more con-
temporary ethical issues, such as greenwashing (e.g. Volk-
swagen) and sexual misconduct in organizational settings
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role of people in authority—leaders—being exposed and
held accountable for their ethical misconduct. As a reaction
to this increased public awareness, different stakeholders
have put ethical leadership (EL) high(er) on the agenda. For
instance, governments, public and private organizations have
reinforced regulations in this area and started implementing
codes of conduct at an increasing rate (Kaptein, 2010). In a
similar vein, academic research on EL has boomed (Hoch
et al., 2018), showing how this leadership style contributes
to the well-being and performance of employees (Banks
et al., 2021). But has this increased awareness and the
actions undertaken to impose EL actually led to increases
in EL over time? And to what extent have followers become
more sensitive to EL, as indicated by their responses to such
leader behaviors?

The current paper addresses these questions by, for the
first time in the literature, taking a cross-temporal approach
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to EL. Specifically, we use contextual leadership perspec-
tives (Oc, 2018) and person-environment fit theory (Kristof,
1996) to investigate three ways in which time can shape EL;
namely (a) by influencing its base rates or means, (b) by
restricting its variability, and (c) by molding its relation-
ships with outcome variables. First, we use cross-temporal
meta-analysis (CTMA; Twenge, 2000) to provide an empir-
ical analysis of changes in mean EL in studies published
between 2005 and 2020 and using the Ethical Leadership
Scale (Brown et al., 2005). Analyzing changes in mean EL
provides a straightforward test of how time, as an omnibus
context factor (Johns, 2006), influences the base rates of
EL behaviors (e.g. “Has ethical leadership increased over
time?”). Second, we rely on CTMA to analyze changes in
the variability in EL ratings over these 15 years. If leaders
are influenced by a shared temporal context in which the
emphasis on ethics increases, then these shared experiences
are also expected to reduce the variability between leaders
across time (e.g. “Have leaders become more similar over
time?”). Third, our cross-temporal analysis also examines
temporal changes in the relationship between EL and fol-
lower outcomes. Whereas the first two analyses are helpful
to understanding changes in leader ethics per se, focusing on
the associations with outcome variables provides insight into
how temporal context changes what followers value from
their leaders and how this impacts the relevance of EL (e.g.
“Is EL becoming more important to followers?”). Finally,
we investigate whether temporal trends in EL are subject to
cross-cultural differences by examining the role of national
(i.e. China versus United States), cultural and structural fac-
tors in these temporal trends (e.g. “Are temporal changes in
EL dependent on the broader cultural context?”).

These questions are important for both theoretical and
practical reasons. By examining changes over time, we
answer calls to take contextual factors into account when
studying organizational behavior (Johns, 2006) and—more
specifically—leadership (Oc, 2018). Moreover, the inclusion
of cultural factors and follower outcomes in this study also
answers calls to further examine cross-cultural differences in
EL and the importance attributed to it (Ahmad et al., 2020;
Den Hartog, 2015; Resick et al., 2006). As a result, the find-
ings in this study can be particularly relevant to policymak-
ers and managers of multinational companies. Nonetheless,
our results also inform any practitioner interested in under-
standing the impact of EL on important work outcomes and
its evolution over time. Finally, on a methodological level,
the current study presents an innovative way to meta-analyze
complex subordinate ratings, which can represent both indi-
vidual and aggregated ratings. The proposed methodology
can therefore serve as a blueprint for future meta-analyses
examining changes in leadership (or any other construct
typically relying on multiple raters) over time, thereby also
allowing for non-linear changes (Rudolph et al., 2020).
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In sum, the current study contributes to the expanding
literature on EL by examining to what extent and how EL
has become more ingrained in organizational contexts over
the 15-year period between 2004 and 2019. We chose 2004
as the starting point for this cross-temporal analysis because
in this year the publication of the ethical leadership scale
(ELS; Brown et al., 2005) marked the beginning of a surge
in empirical research on this topic, generating EL data on a
global scale. Interestingly, using data collected in the early
2000’s also allowed us to cover the run-up to several poten-
tially influential events and evolutions (e.g. the collapse of
Lehman Brothers in 2008 and the worldwide financial crisis
following from that). Further, because we wanted to avoid
including data that had been collected during the COVID-19
period—i.e. an exceptional temporal context which could
have introduced highly time-specific effects—2019 was cho-
sen as the end date of our analysis. In doing so, this study
can help evaluate empirically whether significant social (e.g.
movements raising awareness), structural (e.g. newly imple-
mented legislation) and cultural factors (e.g. power distance)
have impacted the occurrence of EL and how it is perceived
by followers.

Shifting Mean Levels of EL

EL is commonly defined as ‘‘the demonstration of norma-
tively appropriate conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such con-
duct to followers through two-way communication, rein-
forcement, and decision-making’’ (Brown et al., 2005, p.
120). Theoretically, potential shifts in EL across time can be
understood as the result of contextual influences on leader-
ship (Oc, 2018). Indeed, in Johns' (2006) model of work con-
text, the time period has been described as an informative
omnibus context variable influencing organizational phe-
nomena. In the past, time-based changes in the omnibus con-
text have been invoked to predict changes in various worker
characteristics (e.g. Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge
etal., 2010a, 2010b; Wegman et al., 2018). Similarly, it can
be argued that leadership does not occur in a vacuum but is
likely to be affected by time-based context (Garretsen et al.,
2020). Compared to other moral leadership styles such as
authentic, servant, or humble leadership (Lemoine et al.,
2019), EL in particular can be expected to be shaped by
the broader context in which it operates. Specifically, EL is
based on deontology, a normative ethical theory which sug-
gests that proper behavior conforms to established societal
standards and norms (Lemoine et al., 2019). These standards
and norms are deeply rooted in specific national and cultural
environments. In contrast, other moral leadership styles such
as authentic and humble leadership are rooted in a different
philosophical perspective (i.e. virtue ethics) which primarily
relies on personal and internal moral principles.
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The time period can affect EL in different ways. First,
time-based context captures opportunities and constraints
that affect the occurrence (i.e. base rates) of organizational
behaviors (Johns, 2006), including (ethical) leadership
behavior (Oc, 2018). In other words, time-based context
can affect EL by fostering or inhibiting the likelihood that
leaders in organizations display these behaviors, thus affect-
ing mean levels of EL. One way to think about this is from
a demands-abilities (D-A) person-environment fit perspec-
tive (Dierdorff et al., 2009; Edwards, 1996; Kristof, 1996),
where fit is a function of the worker’s ability to meet contex-
tual demands. Specifically, time-based context can change
the nature of the leadership role, which in turn influences
(changes in) the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs)
needed to perform effectively in this role (Livingstone et al.,
1997). In this way, the overarching implication of the D-A fit
perspective is that leaders with the requisite KSAs to meet
changing contextual demands will be increasingly com-
petitive (Stevens & Campion, 1994) and that organizations
should actively target or reinforce leaders with these KSAs.
When considering tangible contextual changes potentially
affecting the nature of the leadership role and thus the base
rates of EL, we distinguish between factors discouraging
unethical behavior and factors encouraging ethical behavior.

Factors Discouraging Unethical Behavior

We identified two societal evolutions that could have con-
tributed to discouraging unethical behavior during the fif-
teen years between 2004 and 2019. The first refers to the
increased mediatization of corporate scandals in the past
two decades. Specifically, it can be argued that through the
different electronic news platforms, which can now react
instantly and often have a global and population-wide out-
reach, organizations and their leaders run a higher risk of
reputation damage, especially those operating internation-
ally. As Levi (2006, p. 1050) suggests, “one would expect
it to deter misconduct and crimes that are expected to have
some chance of being discovered and publicized in the
media, to some extent independent of prosecution, convic-
tion, and imprisonment.” Organizations’ apprehension to
appear in the media can be seen, for instance, in the use
of headline tests or frontpage tests, encouraging employees
to ask themselves “what would an organization’s constitu-
ents think about the act or decision if it was reported in the
media?”’ (Anand et al., 2004).

A second factor potentially discouraging unethical behav-
ior involves the reinforcement of regulation. Indeed, a grow-
ing number of legal measures have been taken in the last two
decades to prevent (or at least reduce) unethical conduct in
organizations. Examples include the Sarbanes—Oxley Act of
2002, implemented in reaction to specific corporate scan-
dals (e.g. Enron, WorldCom, Tyco) occurring in the early

2000s in the United States. This federal law aims to prevent
ethical misconduct in public companies through a series of
actions, ranging from the obligation to adopt a code of ethics
(or justify its absence) to enhancing white-collar criminal
penalties. Around the same time, European legislation also
tightened the bolts by reinforcing punishments for corrup-
tion and ethical transgressions through its anti-fraud office
(OLAF; Pujas, 2003). In sum, these (and potentially other)
factors can create a leadership context in which the occur-
rence or base rate of ethical misconduct is restricted, which
can then gradually become visible in higher mean levels of
EL across time.

Factors Encouraging Ethical Behavior

Importantly, the time-based context impacting on leader-
ship has arguably also changed under the influence of fac-
tors encouraging ethical behavior. Specifically, an increased
focus on ethics in organizations not only serves to prevent
misconduct, but can equally constitute a positive and
deliberate strategy of organizations to attain or foster their
competitive advantage (Trevino & Nelson, 2021). Indeed,
research has for instance demonstrated that organizations
perceived as socially responsible tend to perform better eco-
nomically (Orlitzky & Benjamin, 2001) and are also more
successful in attracting job candidates (Strobel et al., 2010),
which represents a significant advantage in a context of tight
labor markets. Because of such reasons, ethical behavior is
actively encouraged by stakeholders, who increasingly invest
in socially responsible businesses (Schroders Global Inves-
tor Study, 2017; US Forum for Sustainable and Responsible
Investment [US SIF], 2020) and urge organizations to both
raise their ethical standards and closely monitor their reali-
zation, also in leadership roles (McWilliams et al., 2006).

Taken together, external pressures discouraging unethi-
cal and encouraging ethical behavior in organizations have
created a leadership context in which ethics occupy a more
central position (Kaptein, 2010). Drawing on the aforemen-
tioned D-A fit perspective, it can therefore be expected that
those people who better meet these evolving standards have
a competitive advantage when it comes to the likelihood
of being selected for leadership roles (Stevens & Campion,
1994). Similarly, once in such a role, those leaders who
are more effective in installing ethics-based policies (and
thus meeting the relevant contextual demands) should be
more likely to be retained for these positions. Either way,
as organizations will become more populated with ethical
leaders, we expect this to be reflected in higher mean ratings
of this leadership style across time. This translates into the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Mean levels of EL have globally
increased between 2004 and 2019.

@ Springer



J. Amory et al.

Shifting Variability in EL

In addition to influencing base rates, the context has also
been theorized to affect the observed range of organizational
phenomena (Johns, 2006). In this regard, the impact of con-
text can be understood from the perspective of situational
strength (Mischel, 1968), whereby so-called strong situa-
tions, with obvious norms and rigid roles, tend to constrain
the expression of interindividual differences. In contrast,
weak situations permit more latitude or opportunity for
expressing such diversity.

When applied to EL, as described above, the period
between 2004 and 2019 was characterized by a series of
impactful events warning against the danger of unethical
behaviors while at the same time uncovering significant
benefits of ethical behaviors. Because of this, the temporal
context in which leadership operates can be hypothesized to
have evolved in the direction of a strong situation in which
explicit norms about ethics have been installed for and by
leaders, both formally (e.g. through new or enhanced leg-
islation) and informally (e.g. as embedded in the corporate
culture). In such a context of increasingly established ethics
policies and more widely shared norms and beliefs about the
value of corporate ethics, it can be expected that leaders, as
a group, will also become more similar (or less dissimilar)
with respect to their levels of ethicality. We thus propose the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Variability in EL has globally decreased
between 2004 and 2019.

Note that it is crucial to examine variability changes
beyond potential mean levels because both approaches
provide unique insights into the contextual effects at play.
Although examinations of changed variability are still
uncommon in organizational contexts there are good exam-
ples in other disciplines attesting to this approach. Research
on climate change, for instance, increasingly focuses on
(evolutions of) temperature and precipitation means and
variability across countries. It is one thing to know whether,
on average, a particular region (e.g. Europe) has warmed;
it is equally relevant to know whether climate has changed
in such a way that potential differences between European
countries have diminished (or not). A similar case can be
made for EL, where, for instance, an absence of changes in
mean levels could potentially obscure a tendency towards
greater homogeneity across time. To our knowledge, the cur-
rent study is the first cross-temporal meta-analysis that looks
at changes in leader behavior by tracking both variability (or
similarity) and mean levels.
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Changing EL-Outcome Relationships

Changes in EL can not only manifest via changes in mean
levels and variability but also via altering effects of this lead-
ership style on outcome variables (Oc, 2018). One of the
most critical findings in leadership concerns the idea that
the impact of leadership on effectiveness depends on the
context (Yukl, 2012). Hence, changes in (temporal) context
can also affect the associations between this leadership style
and relevant criteria. Put differently, one final way to test
whether EL has become more ingrained in organizational
contexts involves estimating its effects on important follower
outcomes and comparing these effects across time. Although
previous research has already meta-analytically summarized
the criterion-related validity of EL (Bedi et al., 2016; Ng &
Feldman, 2015), the current study is the first to do this by
adopting a temporal lens.

Theoretically, it can be argued that the nature and strength
of the relationship between a particular leadership style and
follower outcomes will depend on how followers value the
behaviors that define this style (Ehrhart & Klein, 2001). If
ethical behavior is valued as something positive by follow-
ers, then EL should be accompanied by positive outcomes.
Moreover, the more a positively valued leadership style is
expected by followers, the stronger the association between
that style and follower outcomes should be. The concept of
implicit leadership theories (ILTs; Offermann et al., 1994)
has been put forward to specifically describe those expec-
tations that followers have vis-a-vis their leaders and the
behaviors that these followers value. Indeed, characteris-
tics and behaviors such as “ethical”, “fair”, “honest”, and
“trustworthy”, have emerged in people’s ILTs (Offermann
& Coats, 2018), which also explains the positive effect of
EL on follower outcomes. Importantly, Offermann and Coats
(2018) proposed that changes in ILTs can occur when the
context evolves such that “major changes in the environmen-
tal demands on leaders may change people’s perceptions of
the characteristics necessary for successful leadership over
time” (p. 514). In their own research, however, no substantial
changes in the ethical aspects of ILTs were observed in the
period between 1994 and 2014.

Taken together, in addition to studying mean levels and
variability in EL over time, it is important to also inves-
tigate whether the impact of this leadership style on fol-
lower outcomes has shifted, as this could reflect poten-
tial changes in followers ILTs in response to the societal
evolutions described earlier. If this is indeed the case, and
based on the principle of leader—follower value congruence
(Brown & Trevifio, 2009; Edwards & Cable, 2009), it can be
expected that, over time, followers have started to respond
more strongly to their leaders’ ethical behavior, resulting in
stronger EL—outcome relationships. This translates into the
following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 3: The relationship between EL and fol-
lower outcomes has globally grown stronger between

2004 and 2019.

Country-Level and Cultural Moderators

Leadership research has increasingly acknowledged the
importance of sociocultural context, as shown by the steep
rise of cross-cultural leadership studies (Smith & Peterson,
2017). For EL in particular, research has pointed towards
cultural differences in the conceptualization of this concept
(Resick et al., 2006), as well as cultural differences in how
this style influences follower outcomes (Bedi et al., 2016).
In line with this, it is important to take country-level/cul-
tural factors into account when investigating EL through
a cross-temporal lens. Specifically, EL relies on external
standards and norms which are deeply rooted in national
and/or cultural contexts which, from the D-A fit perspec-
tive, constitute particular macro-level leadership demands
that can evolve over time. However, as can be expected with
such high-level context effects, the impact of these national/
cultural differences on change trends in EL can take many
forms. For example, a new contextual demand could be so
country-specific (e.g. the 2002 implementation of the Sar-
banes—Oxley Act in the United States) such that its impact
on EL potentially also remains restricted to that particular
country. Indeed, nation-specific changes in regulation (or a
lack thereof) can be particularly impactful for the manifesta-
tion of EL, since ethical leaders tend to be morally guided by
such external norms and procedures (Lemoine et al., 2019).
Alternatively, certain events and/or contextual demands can
be global in nature while their societal impact manifests at
a different pace and/or to a different degree in various coun-
tries. For instance, one study examining the impact of the
2008 financial crisis in 58 countries found that the timing
and magnitude of the crisis differed significantly across
countries, with countries directly linked to the United States
facing the earliest and countries vulnerable before the crisis
facing the most severe consequences (Claessens et al., 2010).

Adding further to this complexity, these country-level/
cultural variables can be operationalized in substantially dif-
ferent ways (e.g. Dickson et al., 2003). Therefore, to provide
a comprehensive examination of these factors with regard
to time-related trends in EL, country-level/cultural variables
will be examined in three complementary ways in the cur-
rent study, namely (i) by directly comparing two prototypi-
cal countries (i.e. United States and China), (ii) by exam-
ining the moderating role of specific cultural dimensions
at the country-level (i.e. power distance and uncertainty
avoidance), and (iii) by examining the moderating role of
one relevant structural country-level variable (i.e. corrup-
tion). Although these country-level/cultural variables will

be considered for all three focal change trends examined in
this study (i.e. EL means, EL variability, and EL-outcome
associations over time), only for the mean-level trends in EL.
specific hypotheses are formulated. Specifically, our general
expectation is that, globally, EL ratings will have increased
over time (see Hypothesis 1), but that a number of signifi-
cant country-level/cultural factors can theoretically and/or
empirically be expected to either enhance or diminish this
increasing trend. In the sections below, we describe these
factors in greater detail along with their anticipated effects
on EL means over time (see Hypotheses 4-7).

Conversely, as will be explained in greater detail below, it
is much less evident to generate a priori expectations about
the role of these country-level/cultural factors in shaping
the temporal trends in EL variability and EL-outcome rela-
tionships. Instead of formal hypotheses, more exploratory
research questions will therefore be used to guide these
aspects of our investigation.

Country-Level Comparison: Mean EL Trends in the United
States versus China

First, we will directly compare two large countries—i.e.
China and the United States—which are often considered
prototypes of Eastern and Western cultures, respectively.
Although it is challenging to formulate strong a priori expec-
tations, there are a number of indications that lead us to
expect a stronger increase in mean EL levels in the United
States as compared to China. First, as mentioned earlier,
the United States in particular has been a frontrunner in
deploying new and large-scale initiatives to prevent unethi-
cal and foster ethical behaviors in organizations, across
different industries. One significant example is the federal
Sarbanes—Oxley Act which was passed in 2002 with bipar-
tisan congressional support to improve auditing and public
disclosure in response to several accounting scandals in the
early-2000s. To give another example from a different indus-
try, in 2006, the Pentagon announced that all servicemen
in Iraq were to undergo additional military ethics training,
including lessons in "core warrior values".

However, although perhaps less visible to the Western
world, corporate ethics has also become a notable theme
in China over the past two decades. Lu (2009) provides
an in-depth analysis of the state and evolution of business
ethics in China, identifying two separate periods relative
to China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO)
in 2001. In the first pre-WTO period, business ethics was
primarily an academic discipline studied by scholars in
ethics, philosophy, sociology, and few in economics. The
impact on business life was, hence, limited. However, this
changed when China entered the WTO, which required a
substantially altered legal environment for business opera-
tions and a refocus on ethical requirements. In some regions,
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these economic changes also made Chinese workers more
aware of their rights; an awareness that was also bolstered
by the internet. Nevertheless, although business ethics in
China has expanded from being an academic discipline to
a consideration of central market agents (e.g. legislators,
corporate leadership), as noted by Lu (2009), there are
many challenges that hindered this consideration to become
really tangible: “Here is China’s current situation: we have
many laws but Chinese corporations still need to build their
own mature ideology and ethics” (p. 457). Besides ethics in
organizations, there are other illustrative examples of China
requiring more time to fully absorb Western ethical aware-
ness. For instance, the #MeToo movement instigated in the
United States in 2017 spread internationally and arrived in
China (#MiTu) one year later, but structural (e.g. censor-
ship) and cultural factors (e.g. Confucian values associated
with respecting seniority) have limited or at least delayed
its impact there (Zeng, 2019). Drawing on these analyses
and examples, we therefore expect the mean increase in EL
to be stronger in the United States compared to China or,
more formally:

Hypothesis 4: Mean levels of EL have increased more
strongly between 2004 and 2019 in the United States
than in China.

The Moderating Role of Culture Dimensions in Mean EL
Trends

To delve deeper into the mechanisms underlying potential
country-level differences, specific cultural dimensions are
also examined in the current study. Specifically, two culture
dimensions are selected that are most strongly connected to
ethics on a conceptual level and that have also been related
to (un)ethical behavior empirically (Seleim & Bontis, 2009;
Taras et al., 2010), namely power distance and uncertainty
avoidance.

Power distance refers to the extent to which people accept
and expect power to be distributed unequally (Hofstede,
1997) and has been linked to the occurrence of unethical
behavior: the higher a country scores on power-distance, the
higher corruption rates tend to be (Connelly & Ones, 2008;
Husted, 1999). One potential explanation can be found in
the leadership mechanisms that are supported by high power
climates. Specifically, the larger the distance between the
persons in authority and their followers, the fewer checks
and balances are available to prevent ethical misconduct. Put
differently, unethical leadership can be facilitated in cultures
scoring high on power distance, because, there, leaders have
to face fewer individuals who participate in or even chal-
lenge the decision-making process (Javidan et al., 2006). In
contrast, when power distance is low, it is easier and prob-
ably also more psychologically comfortable for subordinates
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to monitor leadership decision-making, and to intervene
when there is a risk of transgressions. Remember that ‘two-
way communication’ is indeed a behavioral component that
was explicitly incorporated in the definition of EL (Brown
et al., 2005). Following this logic, cultures scoring low on
power distance can be seen as a more favorable environment
for EL to flourish and grow in, compared to cultures high
on power distance. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Mean levels of EL have increased more
strongly between 2004 and 2019 in countries with low
compared to countries with high power distance.

The second cultural dimension investigated in the current
study is uncertainty avoidance, which refers to the extent to
which people are anxious about unpredictable situations and
try to avoid these using policies and procedures (Hofstede,
1997). Although research on the link between this cultural
dimension and the prevalence of (un)ethical behavior has
yielded mixed findings (e.g. Hofstede, 1997; Husted, 1999;
Vitell et al., 1993), there is an obvious link with EL in par-
ticular, at least at the conceptual level. Specifically, a defin-
ing feature of EL is the deontological focus on compliance
and alignment with standards and normative expectations
(Lemoine et al., 2019). In this regard, EL can actually be
conceived as an instrument in high uncertainty avoiding
cultures to realize predictability. The more people strive to
avoid uncertainty, the greater their inclination to embrace
consistency, structure, formal procedures, and legislation to
govern their daily lives. A culture high on uncertainty avoid-
ance thus arguably provides fertile ground for a leadership
style which is, among other aspects, centered around estab-
lishing and complying to normative standards. This leads us
to propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: Mean levels of EL have increased more
strongly between 2004 and 2019 in countries with high
compared to low uncertainty avoidance.

The Moderating Role of National Corruption in Mean EL
Trends

Finally, we also explore the role of one country-level struc-
tural characteristic, namely national corruption, which is
defined as an “abuse of entrusted power for private gain”
(Transparency International, 2022). Specifically, the Corrup-
tion Perceptions Index (CPI) used in the current study covers
a broad range of manifestations of public sector corruption
including (but not limited to) bribery, diversion of public
funds, and nepotistic appointments in the civil service. Cor-
ruption has been identified as a serious impediment to good
governance, not only undermining the perceived legitimacy
of public institutions (Pollitt, 2016), but also impairing the
“moral fabric” (Bashir & Hassan, 2020, p. 674) of a society
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as a whole by lowering incentives for people to value hon-
esty and uphold the rule of law. As such, national corruption
provides an estimate of the broader ethical context in which
organizations and their leaders are embedded, with high cor-
ruption levels being a breeding ground for a range of other
unethical behaviors, also in leadership roles. Indeed, prior
research has shown that EL levels are significantly lower in
countries where corruption is more prevalent (Resick et al.,
2009), and also within one country, research has demon-
strated a negative relationship between corruption and EL
in organizations (e.g. in Pakistan; Bashir & Hassan, 2020).
Building on these findings suggesting that EL is less likely to
flourish and grow in more corrupted contexts, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 7: Mean levels of EL have increased more
strongly between 2004 and 2019 in countries with low
compared to high corruption.

Country-Level/Cultural Differences in Trends in EL
Variability and Outcome Relationships

Whereas previous findings and theory can guide the for-
mulation of a priori hypotheses for country-level/cultural
differences in trends in EL means, this is much less the case
for trends in EL variability and outcome relationships.

First, when studying changes in variability in leadership-
related phenomena across time, scholars have typically focused
on the potential evolution of differences between countries.
van Hoorn (2019), for instance, examined how differences in
managerial values evolved over time, and reported how for
some of these values the national differences across the 32
included countries diminished, whereas for others these dif-
ferences widened. However, to the best of our knowledge,
no prior research has investigated the effect of country-level/
cultural factors on the variability of leadership perceptions
within these countries or cultures. In one scenario, when a
culture scores higher on a specific culture value which aligns
well with the concept of EL (e.g. uncertainty avoidance—
see Hypothesis 6), this could potentially create a situational
context (Mischel, 1968) in which the range of (perceived) EL
behaviors gradually becomes more constrained over time (i.e.
variability diminishes). However, it is unclear to what extent
cultural factors can effectively influence the (within-culture)
dispersion of such behaviors/perceptions. For example, in their
influential study, Mastroianni and Gilbert (2023) showed that
global consensus on the evolution of morality was unaffected
by the cultural context of people, suggesting that the potential
of cultural factors to influence the distribution of such percep-
tions is limited. The following research question is therefore
proposed:

Research question 1: Are temporal trends in EL variabil-
ity dependent on country-level/cultural factors?

Similarly, it is quite unclear what to expect about the impact
of country-level/cultural factors on the evolution of the rela-
tionship between EL and relevant outcomes across time. As
a matter of fact, studies have already yielded mixed findings
on whether and how such factors may influence EL-outcome
associations at one point in time—thus without considering
potential cross-temporal evolutions (e.g. Bedi et al., 2016;
Resick et al., 2011). For instance, in their archival study
including 59 countries, Resick et al. (2011) found that while
the degree to which EL components (i.e. character/integrity,
altruism, collective motivation, and encouragement) were
endorsed and emphasized indeed varied between cultures,
these components were nevertheless universally recognized
as important factors contributing to effective leadership across
all cultures. In the light of this complexity, we formulate the
following research question:

Research question 2: Are temporal trends in the relation-
ship between EL and follower outcomes dependent on
country-level/cultural factors?

Non-Linear Shifts

A final aspect of our cross-temporal analysis of EL involves
the exact nature of these temporal trends. As described earlier,
the period spanning 2004 and 2019 has seen several impact-
ful events, each instigating a stream of initiatives contribut-
ing to ethical awareness and enforcement. In addition to the
dispersed timing of these events, it is also unclear what the
expected time lag can be between an event and the potential
changes described above; in other words, how long it takes
before the event affects EL in organizations and the way this
is experienced by followers. To account for this volatility, the
current study will refrain from using strict linear models and
will instead turn to a modeling approach that allows flexible
estimation of non-linear trends (cf. Costanza et al., 2021—see
further in the Methods section).

Method
Transparency and Openness

The sampling plan, data exclusions, manipulations, and
measures in the study are described below, and we adhered
to the Journal Article Reporting Standards (JARS). Data,
code, and research materials are available at the following
link: https://osf.io/j7fbu/?view_only=8cbf26d557ea440
fab6e66161d47951e. Data were analyzed using R, version
4.0.0 (R Core Team, 2020), and the specific packages used
for our analyses are described below.
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Search Strategies and Inclusion Criteria

To enable cross-temporal comparisons, data are used from
studies using the same instrument to measure EL. Specifi-
cally, we relied on Brown et al. (2005) Ethical Leadership
Scale (ELS), given that this scale has the longest history in
EL research and is used globally. Because we were interested
in analyzing trends in EL between 2004 and (pre-covid)
2019, we searched the Social Sciences Citation Index of the
Web of Science for studies using the ELS published between
2005 (i.e. the publication year of the ELS) and 2020.

As we mainly meta-analyze non-focal statistics (i.e.
means and standard deviations), publication bias should be
less of an issue (Mathur & VanderWeele, 2021) and this
allowed us to focus exclusively on published articles. In
addition, when analyzing the EL-outcome associations, our
focus was on the temporal trends in these relationships rather
than on their absolute strength (or statistical significance).
Studies were included that met the following criteria: (1) EL
mean, standard deviation and/or correlation with an outcome
were available, (2) EL was measured with the ELS, (3) EL
was rated by subordinates, (4) EL ratings were not manipu-
lated (e.g. in a scenario study), and (5) EL was measured in
the workplace context. A flowchart depicting the different
identification, inclusion, and exclusion phases can be found
in Appendix A in the supplementary information.

Coding Procedure

The first author coded all studies, after which a trained
research intern coded a random sample of the studies (50%).
The average inter-rater agreement on the study variables
(mean, SD, country, and year of data collection) was 93%,
and disagreements were discussed until a consensus was
reached. Whenever (1) EL mean, (2) EL standard deviation,
(3) year of data collection, or (4) the number of leaders rated
in the study was missing, we contacted the first authors of the
study by email. The authors provided information on at least
one of the missing variables for 119 samples (33.1%). When
the year of data collection was not available in the article nor
provided by the authors (226 samples), we approximated
the data collection year by subtracting two years from the
date of publication, which is a common approach in CTMA
(e.g. Costanza et al., 2021; Wegman et al., 2018). Studies for
which no means, standard deviations, or correlation could
be obtained (N =25) were excluded'. The final sample con-
sisted of 314 studies, 359 independent samples, and more
than 34,518 leaders (based on 63% of the studies for which
the number of leaders was available).

In addition to analyzing (trends in) means and standard
deviations, we also looked at relationships between EL and
follower outcomes in the studies that were retrieved using
the procedures described above. A text-search procedure
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identified the most frequently considered outcomes across
all samples, and six outcomes were selected, meeting a cut-
off of a minimum of 15 samples: organizational citizenship
behavior (OCB; 47 studies, 51 samples, k=65 effect sizes),
employee job performance (25 studies, 26 samples, k=24
effect sizes), job satisfaction (22 studies, 23 samples, k=24
effect sizes), turnover intentions (15 studies, 17 samples,
k=19 effect sizes), leader—-member exchange (15 studies,
16 samples, k=16 effect sizes), and trust in the leader (14
studies, 17 samples, k=19 effect sizes). An overview of all
studies included in this CTMA is provided in Appendix B in
the supplementary information.

Statistical Considerations and Procedures
Level of Analysis

For the analyses examining change in EL means and stand-
ard deviations, the level of analysis of interest was lead-
ers—we aimed to investigate how leader ethical behavior has
changed over time. Accordingly, we transformed statistics to
reflect the group level across studies consistently. The level
of analysis does not affect the mean, so no transformation
was needed for this statistic. However, the individual-level
SD reflects a combination of between-leader variance (the
quantity of interest) and within-leader variance. Accord-
ingly, we adjusted individual-level SD estimates to reflect
only between-leader variance by multiplying the reported
SD by the square root of the ICC2 (Bartko, 1976). For stud-
ies that did not report an ICC2, we imputed the meta-ana-
lytic mean ICC2. Focusing exclusively on changes between
leaders allowed us to shed light on macro-level trends (e.g.
national changes in homogeneity) since changes in homoge-
neity at the team level were already accounted for. Nonethe-
less, we were not able to account for changes in homogeneity
at the organizational level because single-organization sam-
ples were underrepresented (k=58, 16%) to conduct such
analyses. From a theoretical perspective, however, societal
pressures are likely to trickle down into smaller units, lead-
ing organization/team-level groups to become more inter-
nally homogeneous as well.

Meta-Regression Models

To examine changes in EL means, standard deviations, and
correlations with outcomes over time, we fit meta-regression

! We also identified several studies which have already been criti-

cized (and some of them retracted) due to erroneous statistical results
and inability to provide raw data (https:/retractionwatch.com/categ
ory/by-author/walumbwa/). Checking for retractions and expressions
of concern (using https://pubpeer.com/) led to an additional exclusion
of five papers.
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models with the year of data collection as a predictor. Rather
than a strictly linear model, we specified year effects using
restricted cubic splines with knots in 2012, 2014, and 2016
(yielding a 5-degree of freedom basis matrix for the spline;
Durrleman & Simon, 1989). This approach allows for a
very flexible estimation of nonlinear time trends (cf. Cos-
tanza et al., 2021). Compared to standard cubic b-splines,
restricted cubic splines constrain trends in the variable tails
to be linear, yielding better tail performance. For each meta-
regression model, we weighted effect sizes by their inverse
variance and estimated random effects heterogeneity using
the REML estimator (Viechtbauer, 2007). When reporting
model predictions in figures and tables, we report both con-
fidence intervals (CI) for the estimated mean effect size and
prediction intervals (PI; incorporating both the estimated
heterogeneity and uncertainty in the mean; IntHout et al.,
2016).

Means and Standard Deviations

Means and SDs were converted to percentage of maximum
possible (POMP) scores to put the different Likert scales on
the same metric (Cohen et al., 1999). For the meta-regres-
sion models predicting EL means and SDs over time, we
analyzed the two statistics together in a multivariate meta-
regression model, with the two parameters nested within
samples. We meta-analyzed means directly, using
SE;z = @/ A/ Njaders to compute the standard error. We
meta-analyzed standard deviations with a log transformation
using the methods by Nakagawa et al. (2015):
nSD = 10g(SD) + 1/[2X (Nyeyaors = 1)) and  SEpgy; =
1/[2 X (Njpagers — 1)]- We freely estimated random effects
standard deviations for the two effect sizes, as well as their
random effects correlation.

In addition to a baseline model including only the year
splines as predictors, we also examined several additional
models as moderator analyses. First, we estimated sub-
group models separately for samples from the United States
(k=51) and China (k=62); these countries had the largest
numbers of samples and are quite distinct on many of the
national context variables hypothesized to moderate EL time
trends. Second, we fit a series of additional meta-regression
models adding interactions between the time splines and a
national context variable. We fit a moderator model for the
Corruption Perception Index (CPI). We also fit moderator
models using the hypothesized cultural dimensions (power
distance and uncertainty avoidance) and the other dimen-
sions in the Hofstede value system (individualism, masculin-
ity, long-term orientation, and indulgence; Hofstede, 1991)
for completeness (see Appendix D and E). For the CPI, we
used scores for each country and year (Appendix F shows
all countries represented in this study). For the Hofstede

dimensions, scores were only available for one time point,
so we used the same values for a country across all years.

Outcome Correlations

For the meta-regression models predicting EL—outcome cor-
relations over time, we analyzed correlations with all six
outcomes together in a multivariate meta-regression model,
with correlations with multiple outcomes nested within sam-
ples. We meta-analyzed correlations directly, using

SE. = (1 —72>/\/Nm,ed — 1, where r is the sample-size
weighted mean correlation for the specific criterion and
N, ,0q 15 the number of people or groups for which the out-
come was measured, to compute the standard error (Schmidt
& Hunter, 2015). We adjusted correlations and standard
errors for measurement error using coefficient o values for
the outcome variable (Wiernik & Dahlke, 2020). We freely
estimated random effects standard deviations for each of the
six outcome constructs and their random effects intercorrela-
tions. In addition to year splines, we also included the meas-
urement level of the outcome (individual versus group) as a
control variable. We included separate intercepts for each
outcome construct but estimated only a single time trend
across constructs due to sample size concerns. We also esti-
mated a model that included only OCB correlations as a
sensitivity analysis.

Analysis Software

We estimated all meta-regression models using the metafor
package (v. 3.1-3; Viechtbauer, 2010, 2021) in R (v. 4.1.2;
R Core Team, 2021). We adjusted correlations and standard
errors for outcome measurement error using the psychmeta
package (v. 2.6.0.900; Dahlke & Wiernik, 2019, 2017/2021)
in R.

Results
Mean Level Trends

Hypothesis 1 predicted an overall increase in mean levels
of EL ratings between 2004 and 2019. As shown in Fig. 1
and Table 1, when all countries were included in the model,
there were no meaningful mean increases over the 15-year
interval (e.g. mean,y,, = 70.0, 95% CI [61.8, 78.1], 95% PI
[51.8, 88.2]; mean,,,y = 68.9, 95% CI [64.0, 73.8], 95% PI
[51.9, 85.9]). Hypothesis 1 was thus not supported.
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Variability Trends

Hypothesis 2 predicted an overall decrease in variability in
EL ratings over the 15-year time interval. As shown in Fig. 1
and Table 1, when all countries were included in the model,
there was no apparent change in EL variability over this
period (between 2004 and 2019, SD ranged 12.0-16.0, with
substantial confidence interval overlaps). Thus, Hypothesis
2 was not supported.
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Outcome Correlation Trends

Hypothesis 3 predicted that the relationship between EL
and employee outcomes would become stronger between
2004 and 2019 on a global level. The results summarized in
Table 2 and Fig. 2 show the predicted values for individual-
level associations between EL and employee outcomes over
time. These correlations demonstrate an upward trend over
time, increasing from an average correlation of 75y, = 0.26,
95% CI[0.10, 0.42], 95% PI [— 0.07, 0.59] in 2007 to 7qq
=0.53, 95% CI [0.38, 0.67], 95% PI [0.20, 0.85] in 2019.
For comparison, a linear meta-regression model showed an
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Table 1 Overall ethical

. . Parameter Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI
leadership trend (all countries)
Mean 2004 70.0 4.2 8.3 61.8 78.1 51.8 88.2
Mean 2005 70.4 3.1 8.3 64.3 76.6 53.0 87.8
Mean 2006 70.9 2.2 8.3 66.5 75.2 54.0 87.7
Mean 2007 71.2 1.5 8.3 68.3 74.1 54.7 87.8
Mean 2008 71.5 1.0 8.3 69.4 73.5 55.1 87.9
Mean 2009 71.6 1.0 8.3 69.7 73.6 55.2 88.0
Mean 2010 71.6 1.1 8.3 69.5 73.7 55.2 88.0
Mean 2011 71.3 1.0 8.3 69.3 73.4 54.9 87.7
Mean 2012 70.8 0.9 8.3 69.1 72.5 54.4 87.2
Mean 2013 70.1 0.9 8.3 68.4 71.8 53.8 86.5
Mean 2014 69.6 1.0 8.3 67.7 71.6 53.2 86.0
Mean 2015 69.7 0.9 8.3 68.0 71.4 53.3 86.1
Mean 2016 69.9 0.9 8.3 68.1 71.7 53.5 86.3
Mean 2017 69.8 0.8 8.3 68.2 71.4 53.4 86.2
Mean 2018 69.4 1.3 8.3 66.9 72.0 52.9 85.9
Mean 2019 68.9 2.5 8.3 64.0 73.8 51.9 85.9
SD 2004 12.0 1.1 3.1 9.2 15.8 6.8 21.3
SD 2005 12.6 1.1 32 10.2 15.5 7.3 21.6
SD 2006 13.1 1.1 34 11.3 153 7.8 22.1
SD 2007 13.6 1.1 35 12.3 15.2 8.2 22.8
SD 2008 14.1 1.0 3.6 13.1 15.2 8.5 234
SD 2009 14.5 1.0 3.7 13.5 15.5 8.7 24.0
SD 2010 14.8 1.0 3.8 13.8 15.8 8.9 24.5
SD 2011 14.9 1.0 3.8 139 15.9 9.0 24.6
SD 2012 14.8 1.0 3.8 14.0 15.6 8.9 24.5
SD 2013 14.6 1.0 3.7 13.7 154 8.8 24.1
SD 2014 14.3 1.0 3.6 13.3 15.3 8.6 23.6
SD 2015 14.1 1.0 3.6 13.3 14.9 8.5 23.3
SD 2016 14.1 1.0 3.6 133 15.0 8.5 23.3
SD 2017 14.5 1.0 37 13.7 15.3 8.7 239
SD 2018 15.1 1.0 39 13.9 16.5 9.1 25.2
SD 2019 16.0 1.1 4.1 13.6 18.8 9.5 27.0

estimated increase in EL—outcome correlations of +0.11
(95% CI [0.00, 0.21]) correlation points over ten years. Thus,
Hypothesis 3 was generally supported. This trend was con-
sistent whether estimated using all the modeled outcome
constructs together (with outcome-specific intercepts) or
modeling OCB correlations alone.

As pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, associations
between EL and outcomes such as OCB could be inflated
when both are rated by the same source (i.e. the follower).
Therefore, additional analyses were performed in which
those studies were excluded where the outcome variables
were also provided by the followers themselves. As shown
in Fig. 2b, a linear meta-regression model including only
other-rated outcomes showed a similar and even stronger
increase in EL—outcome correlations of +0.19 (95% CI
[— 0.06, 0.32]) correlation points over ten years.

Moderator Analyses

For each moderator, we estimated simple trends and pre-
dicted EL means and SDs for samples at approximately the
quartiles of the moderator values. In the figures, effect sizes
are plotted in the panel for the quartile nearest their modera-
tor value.

China versus United States

Meta-regression models were estimated separately for these
two countries to examine country-specific trends. Much
like the across-countries results, change in EL means in the
United States was modest (see Fig. 3 and Table 3). There
was a slight upward trend (~ 9% of the possible score range)
between 2016 (mean,y, = 71.2,95% CI [67.7, 74.71, 95%
PI [57.0, 85.3]) and 2019 (imearn,y,o = 80.4, 95% CI [70.1,
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Table 2 Ethical leadership-
outcomes correlation trend over

All outcomes

time Parameter Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI

r 2007 0.26 0.08 0 0.10 0.42 -0.07 0.59
r 2008 0.25 0.05 0 0.15 0.36 —0.06 0.56
r 2009 0.25 0.04 0 0.18 0.33 —0.05 0.55
r 2010 0.26 0.03 0 0.19 0.32 -0.04 0.56
r 2011 0.27 0.03 0 0.21 0.34 -0.02 0.57
r 2012 0.30 0.03 0 0.25 0.36 8.03e-03 0.60
r 2013 0.34 0.03 0 0.28 0.40 0.04 0.64
r 2014 0.35 0.03 0 0.29 0.42 0.05 0.65
r 2015 0.32 0.03 0 0.26 0.37 0.02 0.61
r 2016 0.29 0.03 0 0.23 0.35 —9.86e-03 0.58
r 2017 0.32 0.03 0 0.26 0.38 0.03 0.62
r 2018 0.41 0.04 0 0.33 0.49 0.11 0.71
r 2019 0.53 0.07 0 0.38 0.67 0.20 0.85
OCB alone

r 2007 0.41 0.12 0.14 0.18 0.64 0.05 0.78
r 2008 0.36 0.08 0.14 0.19 0.52 0.03 0.69
r 2009 0.32 0.07 0.14 0.19 0.45 6.10e-03 0.64
r 2010 0.31 0.06 0.14 0.19 0.43 —3.32e-03 0.62
r 2011 0.32 0.06 0.14 0.21 0.44 0.01 0.63
r 2012 0.37 0.05 0.14 0.26 0.47 0.06 0.67
r 2013 0.44 0.06 0.14 0.32 0.55 0.13 0.75
r 2014 0.47 0.06 0.14 0.34 0.59 0.16 0.78
r 2015 0.41 0.05 0.14 0.32 0.51 0.11 0.72
r 2016 0.36 0.05 0.14 0.26 0.46 0.06 0.67
r 2017 0.40 0.05 0.14 0.30 0.50 0.10 0.70
r 2018 0.52 0.07 0.14 0.38 0.65 0.20 0.83
r 2019 0.67 0.13 0.14 0.42 0.93 0.29 1.05

90.71, 95% P1 [63.2, 97.6]), but confidence intervals for these
predictions overlapped. In China, larger changes over time
were apparent. There was a slight increase (~ 6% of the pos-
sible range) in mean EL ratings from 2011 (imean,;; = 67.9,

95% CI [63.2,72.6], 95% P1 [48.2, 87.6]) to 2016 (imean,yq
= 73.6,95% CI1[69.4, 77.7], 95% PI [54.0, 93.1]) but con-
fidence intervals overlapped here as well. This increase was
followed by a steeper decline (= 16% of the possible range)
until 2019 (meany,q = 57.5, 95% CI [48.2, 66.8], 95% PI
[36.2, 78.8]). Hypothesis 4, predicting a stronger increase
in the United States than China, was therefore not fully
supported. As for changes in variability, the United States
similarly showed little change in SDs over time (between
2007 and 2019, SD ranged 12.6-12.8, with substantial con-
fidence interval overlaps). For China, there appeared to be
small fluctuations in EL variability coinciding with the rise
and fall in EL means (more variability in 2011-2012 and
2018-2019 when means were lowest, less variability in
2015-2016 when means were highest), but even here con-
fidence intervals overlapped substantially (Fig. 4, Table 4).
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Cultural Dimensions

Power Distance Countries scoring high on power distance
showed a steep downward trend (~ 70% of the possible
range) in EL mean levels over the 15-year interval, as shown
in Appendix E (mean,ny, = 129.0, 95% CI [97.3, 160.7],
95% PI1 [92.5, 165.4]; mean,,,o = 58.8, 95% CI [52.5, 65.0],
95% PI [39.8, 77.7]). In contrast, countries scoring low on
this value showed an upward trend (x 34% of the possible
range) in EL (mean,n, = 51.3, 95% CI [34.5, 68.1], 95% PI
[26.7, 75.8]; mean,y,o = 85.4,95% CI [72.4, 98.4], 95% PI
[63.3, 107.6]). Hypothesis 5, predicting a stronger increase
in low compared to high power-distance cultures, was thus
supported. There was no significant change in variabil-
ity among low power distance countries, as shown by the
overlapping confidence intervals (@2004 = 18.0, 95% CI

[10.5,30.8],95% PI [8.7,37.5]; S/bzmg =12.0,95% CI[8.2,
17.6], 95% PI [6.4, 22.5]). However, there was a substantial
increase in variability among high power distance countries
over time (@2004 =4.6,95% CI [1.5, 14.7], 95% PI [1.3,
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Fig.2 a Outcome-ethical leadership correlation trends over time (all outcomes, OCB, Linear Trend). b other-rated outcome-ethical leadership
correlation trends over time (all outcomes, OCB, Linear Trend)

16.3]; 8Dy = 19.6, 95% CI [16.1, 23.8], 95% PI [11.4,

33.5]). Lastly, power distance was not a significant modera-

tor of the relationship between EL and follower outcomes: a

similar increasing trend was observed in both high and low
power distance countries (Figure C1).
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Fig.3 Moderation of Ethical Leadership Trends by Geographical Location (United States and China). Ethical leadership mean levels are shown
on the upper (blue) line. Ethical leadership variability is shown on the lower (red) line

Uncertainty Avoidance Similarly, countries scoring high
on uncertainty avoidance showed an increase (& 57% of the
possible range) in EL, as seen in Fig. 5 and Table 5 (mearn,,
=12.9,95% CI [-29.6, 55.5],95% PI [-13.5, 64.3]; meanyq
= 69.6, 95% CI [60.5, 78.6], 95% PI [48.3, 90.8]), while
countries scoring low on uncertainty avoidance showed a
strong decreasing trend (= 50% of the possible range) in
EL (mean, = 105.7,95% CI [75.7, 135.7], 95% PI [70.0,

141.3]; medanyy,o = 55.5, 95% CI [47.2, 63.71, 95% P1 [34.6,

76.4]). Hypothesis 6, predicting a stronger increase in high
compared to low uncertainty-avoidance cultures, was thus
supported. There was an increase in variability (SDygy, =

7.6, 95% CI [3.1, 18.7], 95% PI [2.7, 21.5]; .S/'bzmg =20.1,

95% CI [15.7,25.8],95% P1[11.4, 35.6]) among low uncer-
tainty avoidance countries, although confidence intervals
overlapped slightly. However, there was no significant
decrease in variability (@2004 =26.2,95% CI [7.5, 91.8],

95% P1 (6.8, 101.6]; SD,,0 = 16.6,95% CI [12.8,21.7],95%
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PI [9.3, 29.7]) among high uncertainty avoidance countries
over time. Finally, the relationship between EL and follower
outcomes became stronger in both high and low uncertainty
avoidance countries over time (Figure C2).

Corruption

As shown in Fig. 6 and Table 6, CPI results show a similar
pattern as the comparison of the United States and China.
At low levels of corruption (CPI=0.25), there was little
change in EL means over time as shown by the overlapping
confidence intervals (meanyy, = 58.2, 95% CI [47.1, 69.4],

95% PI [35.9, 80.6]; meany, o = 73.8,95% CI [61.0, 86.5],
95% P1[50.6, 96.9]). In contrast, at high levels of corrup-
tion (CPI=0.65), a strong decreasing trend (~ 95% of the
possible range) is observed (e.g. mean,yy, = 160.1, 95%

CI[118.1,202.0],95% PI1[113.9, 206.2]; mean,yq = 65.2,

95% CI [58.5, 71.8], 95% PI [44.7, 85.6]). Hypothesis 7,
which predicted a stronger increase in low compared to
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Table 3 Moderation of ethical leadership trends by geographical location (United States and China)

United States

Parameter Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI

Mean 2004 71.4 52 7.0 61.2 81.5 54.3 88.5
Mean 2005 71.9 3.8 0.2 64.4 79.4 56.2 87.5
Mean 2006 72.3 2.6 7.0 67.2 71.5 57.7 87.0
Mean 2007 72.8 1.7 0.2 69.5 76.1 58.7 86.9
Mean 2008 73.2 1.3 7.0 70.6 75.8 59.2 87.2
Mean 2009 73.6 1.5 0.2 70.7 76.5 59.5 87.6
Mean 2010 73.9 1.7 7.0 70.6 77.1 59.7 88.0
Mean 2011 74.1 1.6 0.2 70.9 77.3 60.0 88.2
Mean 2012 74.2 14 7.0 714 77.0 60.2 88.2
Mean 2013 74.1 1.5 0.2 71.2 77.1 60.1 88.2
Mean 2014 73.4 1.8 7.0 69.9 76.9 59.2 87.6
Mean 2015 71.9 1.7 0.2 68.5 75.3 57.7 86.0
Mean 2016 71.2 1.8 7.0 67.7 74.7 57.0 85.3
Mean 2017 72.7 1.3 0.2 70.2 75.2 58.8 86.7
Mean 2018 76.1 2.5 7.0 71.2 81.0 61.5 90.7
Mean 2019 80.4 52 0.2 70.1 90.7 63.2 97.6
SD 2004 9.7 1.2 68.3 7.0 13.6 5.6 17.0
SD 2005 10.6 1.1 2.4 8.3 13.7 6.4 17.7
SD 2006 11.6 1.1 81.3 9.8 13.8 7.2 18.7
SD 2007 12.6 1.1 2.8 11.2 14.1 7.9 19.9
SD 2008 13.5 1.0 94.7 12.3 14.8 8.6 21.3
SD 2009 144 1.1 33 13.0 15.9 9.1 22.7
SD 2010 15.1 1.1 105.8 13.5 16.9 9.6 23.8
SD 2011 15.6 1.1 35 14.0 174 9.9 24.6
SD 2012 15.8 1.0 111.0 14.4 17.4 10.1 24.9
SD 2013 15.8 1.1 3.6 14.2 17.5 10.0 24.9
SD 2014 15.6 1.1 109.2 13.8 17.6 9.8 24.7
SD 2015 154 1.1 35 13.7 17.3 9.7 24.3
SD 2016 15.0 1.1 105.4 13.3 17.0 9.5 23.8
SD 2017 14.4 1.0 3.3 13.2 15.8 9.2 22.7
SD 2018 13.7 1.1 95.7 11.6 16.1 8.5 21.9
SD 2019 12.8 1.2 2.9 9.1 18.1 7.3 22.5
China

Parameter Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI1

Mean 2008 89.7 6.2 9.7 71.5 101.9 67.1 112.4
Mean 2009 80.1 35 0.3 73.3 87.0 59.8 100.4
Mean 2010 72.7 24 9.7 68.0 77.4 53.0 92.4
Mean 2011 67.9 24 0.3 63.2 72.6 48.2 87.6
Mean 2012 66.1 22 9.7 61.8 70.4 46.5 85.7
Mean 2013 67.4 2.0 0.3 63.4 714 47.9 86.9
Mean 2014 70.3 2.3 9.7 65.8 74.8 50.7 90.0
Mean 2015 73.0 1.8 0.3 69.6 76.5 53.6 92.4
Mean 2016 73.6 2.1 9.7 69.4 777 54.0 93.1
Mean 2017 70.5 2.3 0.3 66.0 75.0 50.9 90.1
Mean 2018 64.7 2.8 9.7 59.2 70.2 44.8 84.6
Mean 2019 57.5 4.7 0.3 48.2 66.8 36.2 78.8
SD 2008 11.8 1.3 1154 7.4 18.9 6.0 23.4
SD 2009 13.6 1.1 34 10.5 17.7 7.8 23.8
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Table 3 (continued)

China
Parameter Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI1
SD 2010 15.0 1.1 145.8 12.9 17.4 8.9 25.1
SD 2011 15.6 1.1 39 13.6 17.9 9.3 26.1
SD 2012 152 1.1 148.3 13.4 17.2 9.1 254
SD 2013 14.0 1.1 3.6 12.5 15.7 8.4 23.3
SD 2014 129 1.1 125.5 11.3 14.7 7.7 21.5
SD 2015 12.5 1.1 32 11.3 13.8 7.5 20.7
SD 2016 12.8 1.1 124.6 11.4 14.3 7.7 21.3
SD 2017 13.7 1.1 35 12.1 15.5 8.2 22.9
SD 2018 15.2 1.1 147.8 12.9 17.8 9.0 25.5
SD 2019 17.0 1.2 43 12.8 22.6 9.6 30.2
Ethical leadership trends by Power Distance
Power Distance = -1 Power Distance = 0 Power Distance = 1

100

80

60

40

Ethical leadership (POMP score)

20

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Year of Data Collection

Fig.4 Moderation of ethical leadership trends by power distance. Note. Ethical leadership mean levels are shown on the upper (blue) line. Ethi-

cal leadership variability is shown on the lower (red) line

highly corrupted countries, was thus not supported. At
low levels of corruption (CPI=0.25), there was also little
change in EL variability over time (SD,yy4 = 15.4, 95%
CI[11.3,20.9], 95% PI [8.7, 27.3]; @2019 =13.2,95%
CI [9.2, 18.8], 95% PI [7.2, 24.1]), while at high levels

@ Springer

(CPI=0.65), variability tended to increase over time (e.g.

§Dy0s = 1.5, 95% CI [0.3, 6.3], 95% PI [0.3, 6.8]; SDyy ;6
=17.2,95% CI [14.4, 20.7], 95% PI1 [10.3, 29.0]). Finally,
the relationship between EL and follower outcomes has
become stronger in both high and low corruption countries
(Figure C3).



Ethical Leadership on the Rise? A Cross-Temporal and Cross-Cultural Meta-Analysis of its Means, ...

Table 4 Moderation of ethical
leadership trends by power
distance

Parameter  Power distance ~ Year  Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI1

Mean -1 2004 51.3 86 9.1 345 68.1 26.7 75.8
Mean -1 2005 56.5 6.5 9.1 436 693 344 78.5
Mean -1 2006 61.4 47 9.1 522 70.6 413 81.6
Mean -1 2007 65.9 3.1 9.1 5938 72.1 470 84.9
Mean -1 2008 69.8 22 9.1 656 740 514 88.2
Mean -1 2009 72.8 1.9 91 69.0 76.5 54.5 91.1
Mean -1 2010 74.6 20 9.1 707 78.6  56.3 93.0
Mean -1 2011 75.2 20 9.1 714 79.0 56.8 93.5
Mean -1 2012 74.2 1.7 9.1 709 774 559 92.4
Mean -1 2013 71.8 1.7 9.1 684 753 536 90.1
Mean -1 2014 70.1 2.1 9.1 66.0 742 51.7 88.5
Mean -1 2015 70.8 1.9 9.1 67.1 746 525 89.1
Mean -1 2016 73.4 1.9 9.1 698 77.1  55.1 91.7
Mean -1 2017 77.0 1.2 9.1 746 79.3 589 95.1
Mean -1 2018 81.1 31 9.1 750 87.1 622 100.0
Mean -1 2019 85.4 66 9.1 724 984 633 107.6
Mean 0 2004 90.1 6.7 9.1 769 103.3 679 112.4
Mean 0 2005 87.0 52 9.1 7638 972 66.4 107.6
Mean 0 2006 84.0 38 9.1 765 914 64.6 103.4
Mean 0 2007 81.1 26 9.1 760 86.1 624 99.7
Mean 0 2008 78.4 1.7 9.1 751 81.6  60.1 96.6
Mean 0 2009 75.9 1.3 91 734 784 57.8 94.0
Mean 0 2010 73.9 1.3 91 714 76.3 55.8 92.0
Mean 0 2011 72.2 1.2 9.1 6938 746  54.1 90.3
Mean 0 2012 71.0 1.0 9.1 69.0 73.1  53.0 89.1
Mean 0 2013 70.4 1.1 9.1 68.3 725 523 88.4
Mean 0 2014 70.2 1.3 9.1 677 7277 521 88.3
Mean 0 2015 70.5 1.2 91 682 729 525 88.6
Mean 0 2016 71.0 1.2 9.1 68.6 73,5 529 89.1
Mean 0 2017 714 1.0 9.1 695 734 534 89.5
Mean 0 2018 71.8 1.9 9.1 68.1 754 535 90.1
Mean 0 2019 72.1 3.8 9.1 646 79.5 527 91.5
Mean 1 2004  129.0 162 9.1 973 160.7 92.5 165.4
Mean 1 2005 117.6 128 9.1 924 1427  86.7 148.4
Mean 1 2006  106.5 96 9.1 877 1254  80.5 132.5
Mean 1 2007 96.2 6.7 9.1 83.1 109.3 74.0 1184
Mean 1 2008 86.9 42 9.1 787 952 672 106.7
Mean 1 2009 79.1 24 9.1 744 83.8 60.6 97.6
Mean 1 2010 73.1 1.6 9.1 700 762 549 91.3
Mean 1 2011 69.2 1.6 9.1 662 723 510 87.4
Mean 1 2012 67.9 1.4 9.1 65.1 70.6  49.7 86.0
Mean 1 2013 68.9 1.2 9.1 66.5 71.3  50.8 87.0
Mean 1 2014 70.4 1.4 9.1 675 732 522 88.5
Mean 1 2015 70.2 1.1 9.1 68.1 724 522 88.3
Mean 1 2016 68.6 1.1 91 664 70.8  50.5 86.7
Mean 1 2017 65.9 1.1 9.1 638 68.0 47.8 83.9
Mean 1 2018 62.5 1.7 9.1 592 658 443 80.7
Mean 1 2019 58.8 32 9.1 525 65.0 39.8 77.7
SD -1 2004 18.0 1.3 46 105 30.8 8.7 37.5
SD -1 2005 16.8 12 43 11.1 25.5 8.8 322
SD -1 2006 15.7 1.2 40 11.6 21.3 8.7 28.3
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Table 4 (continued)

Parameter  Power distance ~ Year  Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI1

SD -1 2007 14.8 1.1 38 120 18.4 8.6 25.6
SD -1 2008 14.2 1.1 36 122 16.5 8.4 23.9
SD -1 2009 13.8 1.1 35 122 15.6 8.2 23.1
SD -1 2010 13.7 1.1 35 122 15.4 8.2 22.9
SD -1 2011 14.0 1.1 3.6 125 15.6 8.4 23.3
SD -1 2012 14.6 1.1 3.7 133 16.1 8.8 24.4
SD -1 2013 15.7 1.1 40 14.1 17.5 9.4 26.2
SD -1 2014 16.3 1.1 42 143 18.4 9.7 27.3
SD -1 2015 15.5 1.1 40 139 17.4 9.3 259
SD -1 2016 14.2 1.1 36 127 16.0 8.5 23.8
SD -1 2017 13.3 1.0 34 121 14.5 8.0 22.0
SD -1 2018 12.5 .1 32 104 15.1 7.4 21.4
SD -1 2019 12.0 1.2 3.1 8.2 17.6 6.4 22.5
SD 0 2004 9.1 1.3 23 5.8 14.3 4.7 17.9
SD 0 2005 9.9 1.2 25 7.0 14.2 5.4 18.4
SD 0 2006 10.8 1.1 28 8.3 14.1 6.1 19.0
SD 0 2007 11.7 1.1 3.0 9.7 14.0 6.8 19.9
SD 0 2008 12.5 1.1 32 111 14.2 7.5 21.0
SD 0 2009 13.4 1.0 34 122 14.6 8.0 222
SD 0 2010 14.1 1.0 36 13.0 15.2 8.5 23.3
SD 0 2011 14.6 1.0 3.7 136 15.7 8.8 24.3
SD 0 2012 15.0 1.0 38 14.1 15.9 9.1 24.8
SD 0 2013 15.1 1.0 39 141 16.1 9.1 25.0
SD 0 2014 14.9 1.0 38 1338 16.1 9.0 24.8
SD 0 2015 14.5 1.0 37 135 15.6 8.8 24.1
SD 0 2016 14.2 1.0 36 132 15.3 8.6 23.6
SD 0 2017 14.3 1.0 37 134 152 8.6 23.7
SD 0 2018 14.7 1.1 38 132 16.4 8.8 24.6
SD 0 2019 15.3 1.1 39 123 19.1 8.9 26.5
SD 1 2004 4.6 1.8 1.2 1.5 14.7 1.3 16.3
SD 1 2005 5.9 1.6 15 2.3 14.8 2.1 16.8
SD 1 2006 7.4 14 19 3.7 14.9 3.1 17.5
SD 1 2007 9.2 1.3 23 5.6 15.0 4.5 18.5
SD 1 2008 11.1 1.2 28 8.1 15.2 6.1 20.0
SD 1 2009 12.9 1.1 33 10.8 154 7.6 22.0
SD 1 2010 14.5 1.1 3.7 13.1 16.0 8.7 24.1
SD 1 2011 154 1.0 39 140 16.8 9.2 25.5
SD 1 2012 154 1.0 39 14.1 16.7 9.2 25.5
SD 1 2013 14.5 1.0 37 135 15.6 8.8 24.1
SD 1 2014 13.7 1.0 35 126 149 8.2 22.8
SD 1 2015 13.6 1.0 35 127 14.5 8.2 22.5
SD 1 2016 14.2 1.0 36 132 152 8.5 23.5
SD 1 2017 15.4 1.0 39 144 16.5 9.3 25.5
SD 1 2018 17.3 1.1 44 156 19.1 10.3 28.8
SD 1 2019 19.6 1.1 50 16.1 238 114 33.5

Discussion proliferation of studies investigating the nature, the ante-

cedents, and the consequences of this leadership style
Since the publication of the Ethical Leadership Scale  (Bedietal., 2016; Hoch et al., 2018; Ng & Feldman, 2015).
(Brown et a]" 2()05)’ academic literature has witnessed a Slmllarly, in international business life, corporate ethics
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Ethical leadership trends by Uncertainty Avoidance

Uncertainty Avoidance = -1
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Fig.5 Moderation of ethical leadership trends by uncertainty avoidance. Ethical leadership mean levels are shown on the upper (blue) line. Ethi-

cal leadership variability is shown on the lower (red) line

have been put high on the agenda, partly as a response to
the public outrage following major ethics scandals around
the start of the twenty-first century (Giessner et al., 2015).
But to what extent, and in what way, has EL. become more
ingrained in organizations globally across time? The current
study is, to the best of our knowledge, the first to address this
question empirically by studying EL using a combination of
a cross-temporal and cross-cultural approach.

Our analysis first focused on whether leaders in organiza-
tion were, on average, rated higher on EL in 2019 as com-
pared to 2004. Interestingly, our results showed no global
increase in these mean EL scores, which contradicts the
idea that societal evolutions (e.g. public awareness and pres-
sure) and organizational trends (e.g. increased legislation)
have universally driven leaders to become more ethical (or
less unethical) over time. Similarly, no clear global trend
could be observed with regard to the change in variability
in EL scores over time, which indicates that leaders have not
become more similar over time with respect to this leader-
ship style, at least as rated by their followers. Combined,
the large-scale quantitative analyses in this study contradict
the belief that EL has globally become more ingrained in
organizations during the 15 years between 2004 and 2019.
This also suggests that an impactful global event such as

the 2008 financial crisis, with clear and widely communi-
cated linkages with unethical behavior displayed by people
in leadership positions, did not uniformly serve as an accel-
erator of EL worldwide.

Instead, our study revealed that these trends in EL means
and variability were heavily contingent on sociocultural fac-
tors, which may cancel each other out at the global level. The
role of sociocultural factors already became apparent in the
specific country-level comparison where we found means
in EL to follow substantially different change patterns in
the United States (i.e. a stable trajectory) versus in China
(i.e. decreasing trend). The question that now emerges is
how to interpret these trends exactly? Specifically, a fun-
damental assumption when developing our expectations
with regard to these trends was that the EL ratings made
by followers—which were the basis of our analyses—are
reflecting the actual ethical behaviors of the leaders they
are rating. In this regard, the stable trend in EL means in the
United States could be illustrative of a context in which the
increasing attention to corporate ethics, as culminated in and
reinforced by new legislation, did not translate into behav-
ioral changes of the leaders in this context (e.g. Kaptein,
2010). Moreover, for China this would imply that, across the
time period of this study, leaders started to behave in less
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Table 5 Moderation of ethical

. A Parameter ~ Uncertainty ~ Year  Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI
leadership trends by uncertainty avoidance
avoidance
Mean -1 2004 105.7 153 9.8 75.7 135.7 70.0 141.3
Mean -1 2005 98.9 121 9.8 75.2 122.6 68.4 129.4
Mean -1 2006 92.4 9.0 9.8 74.7 110.0 66.3 118.4
Mean -1 2007 86.2 62 9.8 74.1 98.4 63.5 109.0
Mean -1 2008 80.7 39 98 73.1 88.4 60.1 101.4
Mean -1 2009 76.1 23 98 71.5 80.6 56.3 95.8
Mean -1 2010 72.4 1.8 98 68.9 75.9 52.9 91.9
Mean -1 2011 70.0 1.8 98 66.5 73.6 50.5 89.6
Mean -1 2012 69.1 1.6 98 66.0 72.2 49.6 88.6
Mean -1 2013 69.5 1.5 98 66.6 72.5 50.1 89.0
Mean -1 2014 70.1 1.7 98 66.7 73.5 50.6 89.6
Mean -1 2015 69.4 14 98 66.6 72.2 50.0 88.8
Mean -1 2016 67.4 1.5 98 64.6 70.3 48.0 86.8
Mean -1 2017 64.1 14 98 61.5 66.8 44.8 83.5
Mean -1 2018 60.0 22 98 55.7 64.3 40.3 79.7
Mean -1 2019 55.5 42 938 47.2 63.7 34.6 76.4
Mean 0 2004 59.3 6.0 9.8 47.5 71.1 36.8 81.9
Mean 0 2005 62.1 46 9.8 53.0 71.2 40.9 834
Mean 0 2006 64.8 34 98 58.3 714 44.5 85.1
Mean 0 2007 67.3 23 98 62.8 71.7 47.5 87.0
Mean 0 2008 69.2 1.6 9.8 66.2 72.3 49.8 88.7
Mean 0 2009 70.6 1.3 9.8 68.1 73.2 51.3 90.0
Mean 0 2010 71.4 1.3 9.8 68.7 74.0 52.0 90.7
Mean 0 2011 71.2 1.3 9.8 68.7 73.7 51.8 90.6
Mean 0 2012 70.1 1.1 9.8 67.9 72.2 50.7 89.4
Mean 0 2013 68.2 1.1 98 66.1 70.3 48.9 87.5
Mean 0 2014 67.7 1.3 98 65.2 70.1 48.3 87.0
Mean 0 2015 69.8 1.1 98 67.7 72.0 50.5 89.2
Mean 0 2016 72.0 1.1 98 69.8 74.1 52.6 91.3
Mean 0 2017 71.0 1.0 98 69.1 72.9 51.7 90.3
Mean 0 2018 67.4 1.6 9.8 64.3 70.5 47.9 86.9
Mean 0 2019 62.5 3.1 9.8 56.5 68.5 424 82.6
Mean 1 2004 12.9 217 9.8 -29.6 55.5 -33.8 59.7
Mean 1 2005 25.4 172 9.8 -8.4 59.2 -13.5 64.3
Mean 1 2006 37.3 130 9.8 11.9 62.7 54 69.2
Mean 1 2007 48.3 9.1 938 30.5 66.1 22.1 74.5
Mean 1 2008 57.7 58 938 46.4 69.1 354 80.1
Mean 1 2009 65.2 34 98 58.6 71.9 44.9 85.6
Mean 1 2010 70.3 22 98 65.9 74.7 50.6 90.0
Mean 1 2011 72.4 20 98 68.5 76.2 52.8 92.0
Mean 1 2012 71.0 1.6 9.8 67.9 74.1 51.6 90.5
Mean 1 2013 66.9 1.7 9.8 63.5 70.2 474 86.4
Mean 1 2014 65.3 23 9.8 60.7 69.8 45.5 85.0
Mean 1 2015 70.3 1.8 9.8 66.7 73.8 50.7 89.8
Mean 1 2016 76.5 1.6 938 73.3 79.7 57.0 96.0
Mean 1 2017 77.8 14 98 75.0 80.7 58.4 97.2
Mean 1 2018 74.8 23 98 70.2 79.4 55.0 94.5
Mean 1 2019 69.6 46 938 60.5 78.6 48.3 90.8
SD -1 2004 7.6 1.6 20 3.1 18.7 2.7 21.5
SD -1 2005 8.7 14 23 4.3 17.8 3.6 21.0
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Table 5 (continued)

Parameter ~ Uncertainty ~ Year  Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% P1
avoidance

SD -1 2006 10.0 1.3 26 5.8 17.0 4.7 20.9
SD -1 2007 11.3 1.2 29 7.7 16.4 6.0 21.2
SD -1 2008 12.5 1.1 33 9.9 15.9 7.1 22.1
SD -1 2009 13.7 1.1 3.6 11.8 15.8 8.0 233
SD -1 2010 14.6 1.1 3.8 13.1 16.2 8.6 24.6
SD -1 2011 15.1 1.1 3.9 13.6 16.7 8.9 25.4
SD -1 2012 15.0 1.0 39 13.7 16.4 8.9 253
SD -1 2013 14.5 1.0 38 13.3 15.8 8.6 24.4
SD -1 2014 13.9 1.1 3.6 12.5 154 8.2 23.4
SD -1 2015 13.5 1.0 35 12.5 14.7 8.1 22.8
SD -1 2016 13.8 1.0 3.6 12.7 15.1 8.2 233
SD -1 2017 15.1 1.0 39 13.8 16.4 9.0 254
SD -1 2018 17.2 1.1 45 15.1 19.6 10.1 29.2
SD -1 2019 20.1 1.1 5.3 15.7 25.8 11.4 35.6
SD 0 2004 14.1 1.2 37 10.0 19.9 7.6 26.2
SD 0 2005 14.2 1.1 3.7 10.9 18.5 7.9 25.2
SD 0 2006 14.2 1.1 3.7 11.7 17.3 8.2 24.6
SD 0 2007 14.3 1.1 3.7 12.5 16.3 8.4 24.3
SD 0 2008 14.3 1.0 38 13.0 15.8 8.5 24.2
SD 0 2009 14.5 1.0 38 134 15.6 8.6 243
SD 0 2010 14.6 1.0 38 13.5 15.7 8.7 24.5
SD 0 2011 14.8 1.0 39 13.8 15.9 8.8 24.8
SD 0 2012 15.0 1.0 39 14.1 15.9 9.0 25.2
SD 0 2013 15.2 1.0 4.0 14.3 16.2 9.1 25.5
SD 0 2014 15.0 1.0 39 13.9 16.1 8.9 25.2
SD 0 2015 14.2 1.0 37 13.3 15.0 8.4 23.7
SD 0 2016 13.6 1.0 3.6 12.8 14.5 8.1 22.9
SD 0 2017 14.2 1.0 37 13.4 15.1 8.5 23.8
SD 0 2018 15.9 1.0 42 14.5 17.4 9.4 26.7
SD 0 2019 18.3 1.1 4.8 153 21.9 10.6 31.5
SD 1 2004 26.2 1.9 69 7.5 91.8 6.8 101.6
SD 1 2005 23.0 1.7 6.0 8.5 62.2 7.5 70.5
SD 1 2006 20.3 1.5 53 9.6 429 8.2 50.3
SD 1 2007 18.1 1.3 47 10.7 30.6 8.7 37.7
SD 1 2008 16.4 1.2 43 11.7 23.0 8.9 30.3
SD 1 2009 153 1.1 4.0 12.6 18.5 8.8 26.4
SD 1 2010 14.6 1.1 3.8 12.9 16.5 8.6 24.8
SD 1 2011 14.5 1.1 3.8 13.0 16.1 8.6 24.5
SD 1 2012 15.0 1.0 39 13.7 16.4 8.9 25.2
SD 1 2013 16.0 1.0 42 14.5 17.6 9.5 26.9
SD 1 2014 16.2 1.1 4.2 14.3 18.4 9.6 27.5
SD 1 2015 14.8 1.1 39 13.4 16.4 8.8 25.0
SD 1 2016 13.4 1.1 3.5 12.2 14.7 7.9 22.6
SD 1 2017 13.4 1.0 35 12.3 14.6 8.0 22.6
SD 1 2018 14.6 1.1 3.8 12.8 16.7 8.6 24.8
SD 1 2019 16.6 1.1 44 12.8 21.7 9.3 29.7
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CPI moderation of ethical leadership time trends

CPI (rev) = 0.25

Ethical leadership (POMP score)
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Year of Data Collection

Fig.6 Moderation of ethical leadership trends by Corruption Perception Index (CPI). Ethical leadership mean levels are shown on the upper

(blue) line. Ethical leadership variability is shown on the lower (red) line

ethical ways in the eyes of their followers. In the introduc-
tion it was mentioned that China’s entrance into the WTO
meant the beginning of a new era in which corporate ethics
were given significantly more attention. However, as noted
by Lu (2009), an emphasis on the profit motive might still
outweigh the impact of the slowly developing ethical culture
in Chinese business.

However, as was pointed out by an anonymous reviewer,
there are also other factors that could have contributed to
these observed trends. Specifically, one aspect complicating
the interpretation of contextual (e.g. country-level) differ-
ences in EL is the inherent contextual nature of the construct
itself. As noted by others (Eisenbeiss, 2012), EL is always
evaluated (e.g. by followers) relative to the context within
which leaders are embedded. This could mean that, if the
context changes, then (relative) ratings/evaluations of the
ethical behaviors of leaders could also shift. For instance,
when in general more leaders comply to ethical standards
and pay greater attention to business ethics due to increased
training and/or enhanced legislation, then leaders follow-
ing this trend may actually stand out less (and be evaluated
less ‘favorably’) then if only a minority acts in this way.
In other words, such ‘relative ratings’ could make absolute
shifts go unnoticed, as was potentially the case for the (lack
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of) change in the mean level of EL in the United States.
Such a mechanism would also be in line with influential
work showing that (ethical) leadership is partly in the eye of
the beholder (e.g. Giessner & Van Quaquebeke, 2010; Keck
et al., 2020), which implies that leadership ratings are partly
the result of the—contextually influenced—standards held
by those making these ratings. Note that this mechanism
might also serve as an alternative explanation for why EL
decreased in China: followers’ standards might have risen
such that similar leader behavior is actually evaluated more
harshly now, leading to an overall decrease in EL ratings
there.

Investigating more specific cultural and structural differ-
ences between the countries included in the meta-analysis
provided further insight into the role that these sociocul-
tural factors play in shaping mean EL over time. Specifically,
our results provided evidence for increases in mean EL, but
only in countries characterized by lower power distance and
higher on uncertainty avoidance. This was in line with our
expectation that these specific cultural characteristics con-
stitute a more favorable context for EL to flourish and grow
in. Interestingly, for countries characterized by high power
distance and low uncertainty avoidance, we did not observe
a weaker increase, but instead a decrease in mean EL levels.
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Table 6 Moderation of ethical
leadership trends by corruption
perception index (CPI)

Parameter CPI Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI

Mean 0.25 2004 58.2 5.7 8.3 47.1 69.4 35.9 80.6
Mean 0.25 2005 61.0 44 8.3 52.2 69.7 39.7 82.2
Mean 0.25 2006 63.6 3.4 8.3 56.9 70.2 43.1 84.0
Mean 0.25 2007 65.9 2.7 8.3 60.7 71.2 459 86.0
Mean 0.25 2008 67.9 2.4 8.3 63.3 72.5 48.0 87.8
Mean 0.25 2009 69.4 2.3 8.3 64.8 74.0 49.5 89.3
Mean 0.25 2010 70.3 2.4 8.3 65.6 74.9 50.4 90.2
Mean 0.25 2011 70.4 2.3 8.3 65.9 74.9 50.5 90.2
Mean 0.25 2012 69.6 2.1 8.3 65.5 73.7 49.9 89.4
Mean 0.25 2013 68.1 2.1 8.3 64.0 72.3 484 87.9
Mean 0.25 2014 67.1 2.3 8.3 62.6 71.5 472 86.9
Mean 0.25 2015 67.4 2.2 8.3 63.1 71.8 47.6 87.2
Mean 0.25 2016 68.7 2.3 8.3 64.2 73.2 48.9 88.6
Mean 0.25 2017 70.3 2.0 8.3 66.3 74.3 50.6 90.1
Mean 0.25 2018 72.0 35 8.3 65.2 78.9 51.5 92.5
Mean 0.25 2019 73.8 6.5 8.3 61.0 86.5 50.6 96.9
Mean 0.65 2004 160.1 21.4 8.3 118.1 202.0 113.9 206.2
Mean 0.65 2005 142.9 17.0 8.3 109.5 176.2 104.3 181.4
Mean 0.65 2006 126.2 12.9 8.3 101.0 151.5 94.5 158.0
Mean 0.65 2007 110.8 9.1 8.3 93.0 128.7 84.5 137.1
Mean 0.65 2008 97.1 6.0 8.3 85.4 108.9 74.5 119.8
Mean 0.65 2009 85.8 3.8 8.3 78.3 93.3 65.0 106.6
Mean 0.65 2010 77.4 3.0 8.3 71.5 83.2 57.2 97.6
Mean 0.65 2011 72.5 2.9 8.3 66.9 78.1 52.3 92.6
Mean 0.65 2012 71.7 2.6 8.3 66.6 76.7 51.7 91.7
Mean 0.65 2013 74.5 22 8.3 70.3 78.8 54.7 94.4
Mean 0.65 2014 76.3 2.3 8.3 71.8 80.9 56.5 96.2
Mean 0.65 2015 73.2 22 8.3 68.9 71.5 534 93.0
Mean 0.65 2016 68.2 22 8.3 63.9 72.6 48.4 88.0
Mean 0.65 2017 65.4 22 8.3 61.1 69.8 45.6 85.3
Mean 0.65 2018 64.8 2.4 8.3 60.0 69.5 44.9 84.7
Mean 0.65 2019 65.2 34 8.3 58.5 71.8 44.7 85.6
SD 0.25 2004 154 1.2 3.8 11.3 20.9 8.7 27.3
SD 0.25 2005 14.9 1.1 3.7 11.8 18.8 8.7 25.6
SD 0.25 2006 14.5 1.1 3.6 12.2 17.2 8.7 24.3
SD 0.25 2007 14.2 1.1 35 12.6 16.0 8.6 234
SD 0.25 2008 14.0 1.0 34 12.7 15.3 8.5 229
SD 0.25 2009 13.9 1.0 34 12.7 15.2 8.5 22.8
SD 0.25 2010 14.1 1.0 35 12.9 154 8.6 23.1
SD 0.25 2011 14.5 1.0 3.6 13.3 15.7 8.8 23.7
SD 0.25 2012 15.1 1.0 3.7 14.1 16.3 9.3 24.7
SD 0.25 2013 16.0 1.0 3.9 14.8 17.4 9.8 26.2
SD 0.25 2014 16.4 1.1 4.0 14.9 18.1 10.0 26.9
SD 0.25 2015 15.7 1.0 3.9 14.3 17.2 9.6 25.7
SD 0.25 2016 14.6 1.1 3.6 13.1 16.1 8.9 239
SD 0.25 2017 13.8 1.0 3.4 12.8 14.9 8.4 22.6
SD 0.25 2018 13.4 1.1 3.3 11.3 15.9 8.0 22.5
SD 0.25 2019 13.2 1.2 3.2 9.2 18.8 7.2 24.1
SD 0.65 2004 1.5 2.1 0.4 0.3 6.3 0.3 6.8
SD 0.65 2005 2.4 1.8 0.6 0.7 7.6 0.7 8.4
SD 0.65 2006 3.8 1.6 0.9 1.6 9.2 1.4 10.4
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Table 6 (continued)

Parameter CPI Year Predicted SE T 95% CI 95% PI

SD 0.65 2007 5.9 1.4 1.4 3.1 11.0 2.6 13.0
SD 0.65 2008 8.5 1.2 2.1 5.7 12.8 4.5 16.1
SD 0.65 2009 11.5 1.1 2.8 9.1 14.6 6.7 19.8
SD 0.65 2010 14.2 1.1 35 12.2 16.4 8.5 23.6
SD 0.65 2011 15.6 1.1 3.8 13.7 17.7 9.4 25.7
SD 0.65 2012 15.0 1.1 3.7 134 16.7 9.1 24.6
SD 0.65 2013 12.8 1.0 32 11.7 14.0 7.8 21.0
SD 0.65 2014 11.5 1.1 2.8 104 12.7 7.0 18.9
SD 0.65 2015 124 1.0 3.1 11.5 13.5 7.6 20.3
SD 0.65 2016 14.5 1.0 3.6 13.5 15.7 8.9 23.8
SD 0.65 2017 16.1 1.0 4.0 14.9 17.4 9.9 26.4
SD 0.65 2018 16.9 1.1 4.2 15.3 18.7 10.3 27.8
SD 0.65 2019 17.2 1.1 43 144 20.7 10.3 29.0

Similarly, those countries with the highest corruption indi-
ces demonstrated a decrease in mean EL levels between
2004 and 2019, illustrating the potentially large impact of
sociocultural factors on temporal evolutions in leadership.
With regard to corruption in particular, our findings are in
line with Olken and Pande (2012) who argued that unethi-
cal leaders are resilient and adapt to their environment by
finding strategies to offset anticorruption policies, ultimately
instigating a downward spiral of EL in corrupt countries.

Interestingly, the importance of these country-level/cul-
tural factors in shaping temporal trends in EL also extended
to the observed evolutions in the variability in EL across
time. Specifically, countries scoring high on power distance,
low on uncertainty avoidance, and high on corruption not
only demonstrated a decrease in mean levels, but also an
increase in variability in EL over time. One interpretation is
that in countries/cultures where EL tends to decrease, these
contexts simultaneously constitute a weak situation where
more interindividual variability in EL is tolerated, or at least
perceived. Such moderating effects of cultural characteristics
on variability across time challenge the idea of ‘universal’
trends in shared perceptions, for instance with regard to
morality (e.g. Mastroianni & Gilbert, 2023).

Finally, although previous research has meta-analyzed
the associations between EL and follower outcomes (e.g.
Bedi et al., 2016), the current study was the first to do so
while adopting a temporal lens. Importantly, our results con-
firmed our expectation that, in general, these EL-outcome
associations would become stronger over time. So, although
mean levels of EL have not changed on average, the posi-
tive impact of this leadership style on followers' work out-
comes has increased over time, which can be interpreted
as a signal that followers are becoming more sensitive to
this type of leader behavior compared to the past (where
potentially other expectations were held towards leaders).
Note that this finding is even more remarkable knowing that
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cross-temporal research is often confronted with the decline
effect, i.e. the phenomenon whereby the strength of observed
effect sizes typically decreases as evidence accumulates
over time (e.g. due to more stringent methodological proce-
dures; Pietschnig et al., 2019). Finally, in contrast with the
observed changes in EL means and variability, this evolution
in EL-outcome associations did not depend on the coun-
try-level/cultural aspects considered in this study. Previous
cross-cultural research had already shown that EL is univer-
sally endorsed as important for effective leadership (Resick
et al., 2006), as shown by data from the Global Leadership
and Organizational Effectiveness (GLOBE) collected during
the mid-1990s. The current findings corroborate this idea
and extend previous work by showing how the relevance of
this leadership style to followers, as shown in EL-outcome
associations, has globally become even stronger since the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

Theoretical and Methodological Contributions

Our findings can be interpreted in the context of Johns’
model of work (2006), which advocates for a simultane-
ous investigation of different elements of the omnibus con-
text. While most meta-analyses are either cross-temporal
(Twenge, 2000; Wegman et al., 2018) or cross-cultural
(Eisenbeiss & Brodbeck, 2014; Resick et al., 2006), the cur-
rent study is one of the very few in the leadership domain to
simultaneously examine the interaction between time and
culture. Importantly, the current study shows that focusing
solely on the when or the where can indeed obscure impor-
tant differential trends. By jointly considering the temporal
and sociocultural context, the current study provided some
unique insights into how the omnibus context is associated
with EL.

Specifically, our findings feed into Oc’s contextual leader-
ship theory (2018), by documenting the impact of context on
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EL for two of the three theorized effects, namely for the base
rates or mean levels of EL and for the nature of the relation-
ships between EL and outcomes. Indeed, our research dem-
onstrated that changes in EL base rates over time were heavily
dependent on the sociocultural environment, and in the current
study these differential trends in EL were interpreted from the
perspective of demands-abilities (D-A) person-environment
fit (Kristof, 1996) according to which leaders who meet con-
textual demands become gradually more competitive in and
considered by organizations.

In addition, our results revealed that the context impacted
EL such that the relationship between EL and positive follower
outcomes became stronger over time. Based on the notion of
implicit leadership theories (ILTs), this could indicate that,
while ethical features might not (yet) have infiltrated follow-
ers’ prototypical view of leaders (Offermann & Coats, 2018),
ethical behavior seems to be increasingly relevant to follow-
ers. Such results align with a leader—follower value congru-
ence perspective (Brown & Trevifio, 2009; Edwards & Cable,
2009), which predicts positive outcomes when the values
endorsed and promoted by ethical leaders coincide better with
followers’ contemporary values. Importantly, this trend did not
depend on country-level/cultural factors, which might reflect
a tendency toward a more universal value system (van Hoorn,
2019).

Finally, in order to be able to address these theoretical
questions, the current study also adopted two important
methodological innovations when meta-analyzing EL scores
over time. First, these leadership ratings typically represent
a complex combination of individual-level and aggregated
data, which the statistical procedures adopted in the current
study were able to handle well. In addition, a significant
complexity related to our research question concerned the
exact timing and/or duration of contextual effects, which
were largely unknown parameters. To address this, non-lin-
ear modeling techniques were adopted to investigate the role
of time (and its interactions with sociocultural factors) in a
more flexible and exploratory manner. Both these methodo-
logical innovations have already been successfully applied
in other disciplines such as in medicine (e.g. Durrleman &
Simon, 1989; Sutton et al., 2008), and their use in the cur-
rent study can serve as a blueprint for future research in
leadership and/or management aimed at addressing similar
questions.

Practical Implications

The findings of this study have several practical implica-
tions. First, on a more general level, our results can inform
international policymakers. For instance, our findings sug-
gest that countries defining and relying heavily on stand-
ardized procedures (higher uncertainty avoidance) and

those promoting equality (lower power distance) are more
likely to witness a growth in EL. As such, countries scor-
ing higher on these cultural dimensions (e.g. Germany) may
serve as an inspiration to further promote EL in organiza-
tions worldwide.

At the organizational level, the strengthening relationship
between EL and follower outcomes indicates that employees
increasingly value and benefit from EL. As a result, promot-
ing EL seems to be an effective strategy aimed at motivating
employees and keeping them engaged (Tu & Lu, 2016). This
could involve a wide range of initiatives, such as the selec-
tion, monitoring, and development of ethical leaders. Moreo-
ver, given that our results showed that these strengthening
EL-outcome relationships are a cross-cultural phenomenon,
multinational organizations can implement such EL-enhanc-
ing programs across their different national branches.

Limitations and Future Directions

The findings reported in this study should be evaluated
in light of several limitations. A first limitation relates to
the operationalization of EL in this study. Specifically, the
scope of the ELS might be relatively narrow considering the
broader societal trends described in the introduction. For
instance, the ELS might miss out on more specific aspects of
EL that have gained importance over the last decade, such as
a greater concern for diversity issues and a rising intolerance
for sexual misconduct. Future research can therefore evalu-
ate potential changes in EL using alternative measures (e.g.
the ELW; Kalshoven et al., 2011) or measures reflecting cur-
rent ethical concerns, such as the Organizational Tolerance
of Sexual Harassment Inventory (OTSHI; Fitzgerald et al.,
1997). Nonetheless, cross-temporal meta-analysis typically
requires using the same scale in order to make meaningful
quantitative comparisons (e.g. Twenge et al. 2008, 2010a,
2010b). We chose the ELS for this purpose because it is the
oldest, and most widespread EL instrument to date, which
enabled us to go back 15 years and compile EL data based
on a consistent set of items. Importantly, this scale was also
used in this study because it exhibits notable cross-cultural
applicability (e.g. Resick et al., 2011).

A second limitation of our study relates to the con-
cept of EL itself. As explained in Banks et al. (2021)
conceptual review, a significant limitation shared across
different EL measures is that they often mix together EL
behaviors with followers’ cognitions and evaluations of
leaders' traits, characteristics, and values. As a result, it
is difficult to assess to what extent the (lack of) changes
in EL are explained by leaders’ actual behavior or fol-
lowers’ appraisal of it (see also our earlier discussion of
ethical leadership being in the eye of the beholder). For
instance, certain items of the ELS require some evaluation
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of leaders’ intentions and are not directly observable by
their followers (e.g. “My leader has the best interests
of employees in mind”). Hence, disentangling behav-
ioral and evaluative components of EL might provide a
more complete understanding of what underlies poten-
tial changes in EL ratings (Banks et al., 2021; Fischer
& Sitkin, 2023). Future research could accomplish this
by using leader behavioral schemes and frequency scales
together with explicitly subjective measures, such as lead-
ers’ intentions (Fischer et al., 2021), followers’ beliefs
about ethical behavior (Peterson et al., 2001), or tolerance
for ethical misconduct (Froelich & Kottke, 1991).

Third, it needs to be acknowledged that the Hofstede
culture dimensions which were used for the moderator
analyses in the current study are not free of limitations.
One study has shown, for instance, that the dimension
‘uncertainty avoidance’ is also closely tied to stress
levels, and suggested that true rule orientation aspira-
tion might be better captured by what is included in the
GLOBE questionnaire (Venaik & Brewer, 2010). How-
ever, important advantages associated with the Hofstede
dimensions are their broader societal scope (reflecting not
only leaders’ ratings as is typical for GLOBE) and their
significant potential for cross-disciplinary comparisons,
beyond the leadership field. Nevertheless, future research
can consider and compare alternative operationalizations
of cultural characteristics in cross-temporal research on
leadership styles, hereby for instance also considering the
role of national (aggregate) personality traits (e.g. Con-
nelly & Ones, 2008).

Finally, although we were able to track changes in EL
across a relatively long and highly relevant period of time
(i.e. between 2004 and 2019), this approach also came
with some limitations. Specifically, one could argue that
even longer timeframes (e.g. spanning 20 years) would
allow greater insights into how societal movements even-
tually seep into organizations and the leadership styles
that are enacted there. The current study explicitly chose
to analyze changes in EL between 2004 (i.e. the year in
which the ELS was started to being used) and the end of
the pre-COVID era, given that researchers have raised
concerns about the validity and generalizability of data
collected through (mostly online) questionnaires during
COVID times (e.g. Singh & Sagar, 2021). Future research
seeking to extend the duration of comparable cross-
temporal analyses will need to account for unwanted or
random variability associated with (conducting research
within) the exceptional COVID context.
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Conclusion

Despite a booming concern for ethics worldwide, our
findings suggest that EL has generally not become more
ingrained in organizations on a global scale in the time
period between 2004 and 2019. Instead, our results show
that some countries experienced an increase while others
observed a decrease in mean EL over time and that cul-
tural factors (e.g. corruption, power distance, uncertainty
avoidance) play a critical role in these temporal trends.
Next to these mean-level changes, however, EL seems to
increasingly pay off for organizations across the globe in
the sense that this leadership style has gradually become
an even stronger predictor of desirable follower outcomes.
The present findings thus provide a solid empirical basis
to evaluate cross-temporal trends in EL and its changing
impact on organizational behavior worldwide.
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