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Abstract This study develops a research model that elaborates how responsible

leadership and ethical conflict influence employees from the perspectives of role

theory and attachment theory. Its empirical results reveal that turnover intention

indirectly relates to ethical conflict and responsible leadership via the mediating

mechanisms of organizational identification and organizational uncertainty. At the

same time, helping intention indirectly relates to ethical conflict and responsible

leadership only through organizational identification. Finally, the managerial

implications for international business and research limitations based on the

empirical results are discussed.
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1 Introduction

Ethical scandals and irresponsible leaders such as those seen at Enron, Tyco, and

Volkswagen have raised strong concerns about business ethics and responsibility in

international communities.These concerns have led to close attention beingpaid towhat

is theoretically coined as ethical conflict and responsible leadership. Ethical conflict is

defined as occurring when individuals feel pressure to take actions that are inconsistent
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with what they think to be right (Chen and Lee 2016; Dubinsky and Ingram 1984; Uen

et al. 2011), whereas responsible leadership is defined as a leader’s demonstration of

normatively appropriate conduct through inspiring, communicating with, and convinc-

ing employees to achieve positive change inworkplaces (Seal et al. 2013;Waldman and

Siegel 2008). The equal importance of ethical conflict and responsible leadership for

employees can be theoretically justifiable based on role theory.

Role theory indicates that social positions in an organization involve an array of

associated roles inworkplaces (Maak and Pless 2006;Merton 1957). People with one of

the positions (e.g., leaders and members) hold expectations for the behaviors of

themselves and others (Elanain 2014). For that reason, role theory bridges employees’

and their leader’s acts by clarifying the role expectations they may hold (Mirvis and

Seashore 1979). When communicated, these expectations delimit people’s ethical

perceptions and responsibilities in their role system (Maak and Pless 2006; Mirvis and

Seashore 1979), suggesting the importance of ethical conflict and responsible

leadership. For example, Maak and Pless (2006) relate the concept of an integrated

role set to propose responsible leadership as a value-based and social-relational

phenomenon, which offers a foundational approach in the pursuit of positive

organizational change.

Role theory suggests that the role of employees and the role of their leader

substantially affect their behavior in workplaces (Chen et al. 2012; Jaramillo et al. 2006;

Judge and Piccolo 2004) and hence that ethical conflict (from the role perspective of

employees) and responsible leadership (from the role perspective of leaders) together

can revealmuchgreater variance thaneither variable alone.Onepremiseof role theory is

that people (i.e., employees or leaders) define for themselves the specific roles in a firm

that make up a conception of the office they occupy, as well as a set of cognitions and

perceptions about what should and should not be done by the occupants of the office

(Katz and Kahn 1978; Tangirala et al. 2013). These roles govern employees’ moral

perceptions among various actions competing for their attention atwork (Tangirala et al.

2013). Specifically, when it comes tomoral issues, employees’ latitude and dispositions

based on these roles can strongly manifest themselves in the extent to which the

employees expect themselves to be ethical and to anticipate their leader of being

responsible (e.g., Hsu 2012; Ilgen and Hollenbeck 1991; Lin et al. 2009).

Previous literature has suggested that human resource cost and employee morale

are substantially influenced by turnover intention (Fukbua 2016; Organ et al. 2006)

and helping intention (Venkataramani and Dalal 2007). For example, Yang et al.

(2011) have indicated the importance of turnover intention and interpersonal

helping by empirically testing how they are affected by proactive personality. This

study aims to explore turnover intention as a negative outcome and helping

intention as a positive outcome, which are critical for management to develop a

positive atmosphere or climate in the organization (e.g., Benjamin 2012).

Employees’ role conceptualization about themselves and their leader can

eventually influence their turnover intention and helping intention. While previous

research has long focused on turnover intention and helping intention as outcomes

from various motivational aspects (e.g., extrinsic motivation) (e.g., Cao et al. 2013;

Kerber 1984; Wang and Yang 2016), there is room for researchers to encompass the

causes and implications of the outcomes with regard to present ethical or moral
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challenges. An extended understanding of business ethics has to take these

challenges into account in terms of employees’ ethical belief system as well as that

of their leader. For that reason, a significant research gap is on the moral challenges

faced by employees and their supervisor in influencing their turnover intention and

helping intention. This study bridges the gap between the supervisors’ role focused

on responsible leadership and the employees’ role focused on ethical conflict in the

development of turnover intention and helping intention. Collectively, this study

aims to contribute to the growing body of work on ethical conflict and responsible

leadership by simultaneously unraveling the key mediators through which they (i.e.,

ethical conflict and responsible leadership) influence turnover intention and helping

intention in high-tech industry. Complementing previous research, this study is a

pioneer in opening the black box that contains these key mediators.

It is important to notify that responsible leadership is related to, but distinct from,

ethical leadership, as it draws on the notion of discourse ethics and deliberative

democracy, conceptualizes good leadership through leader-employee interaction, and

promotes consensual solutions as a criterion of effectiveness (Voegtlin et al. 2012).

Previous research (Pless and Maak 2011) has indicated that the main conceptual

differences between ethical and responsible leadership stem from their different

paradigmatic outlooks. Whereas ethical leadership is concerned with how leaders

exploit their ethical guidance to improve effectiveness (e.g., ethical practice of

listening, ethical manner, fair decision, and ethical approaches) (Brown et al. 2005),

responsible leadership seeks to capture the relational nature between employees and

their leader (e.g., communication, emotion, and social relationship) and its implica-

tions for matters of responsibility (Cameron and Caza 2005; Pless and Maak 2011).

We conducted a survey on working professionals from Taiwan’s high-tech

industry for empirical analyses and sought them out due to two important reasons.

First, the high-tech industry has paid great attention to the issue of ethics and

irresponsible leadership in recent years in order to retain superior human resources

(Azari and Pick 2005; Waldman and Galvin 2008). Second, as the high-tech

industry often has a high turnover rate due to its competitive and stressful working

environment (Chien and Chen 2007), studying the issue of turnover intention in this

industry is critical and helpful for researchers and practitioners. For that reason,

working professionals from the high-tech industry make an appropriate sample for

this study.

2 Theory and hypotheses’ development

This study proposes a research model that explains turnover intention and helping

intention. In the model, turnover intention and helping intention indirectly relate to

ethical conflict and responsible leadership via the mediating mechanisms of

organizational identification and organizational uncertainty. Previous research on

group dynamics has suggested that the reduction of subjective uncertainty and

organizational identification should be taken into account simultaneously for

understanding social relations (Hogg and Mullin 1999). In an analogous fashion,

this study hypothesizes organizational identification and organizational uncertainty
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as two mediators in our model based on attachment theory. Attachment theory

underscores individual variation in the type of relationships individuals have

towards a firm (Korsgaard et al. 2003) and suggests that psychological attachment is

the basis for organizational identification and uncertainty (e.g., Brown 1969; Lee

1971). The organization often serves as the attachment figure for employees.

According to this theory, employees have affective needs for a secure relationship

with the organization for which they work (Lin 2010). Previous research supports

that attachment theory can explain various aspects of work behavior based on

attachment types (e.g., identified, secure, uncertain, or anxious-preoccupied) (Hardy

and Barkham 1994), consequently contributing to the retention and motivation of

employees (e.g., turnover and helping).

Ethical conflict often arises when employees’ ethical values differ from those

perceived to be held by their firm, negatively influencing job-related outcomes

(Schwepker 1999). In other words, ethical conflict increases when employees’

personal values clash with those of their firm, and consequently adverse outcomes

such as a lack of organizational identification, absenteeism, and turnover intention

may occur (Thorne 2010). Previous literature has indicated that individuals’

perceived ethical conflict in the organization can substantially hurt organizational

identification (DeConinck 2011), pointing to a negative relationship between ethical

conflict and organizational identification.

Contrary to the negative effect of ethical conflict on organizational identification,

responsible leadership can positively motivate organizational identification, because

responsible leaders can easily flourish employees’ perception of belongingness to

the organization through positive discussion by minimizing criticism and negativity,

and by replacing them with compliments and supportive communication (Cameron

and Caza 2005; Stahl et al. 2013). Responsible leadership is seen as a key predictor

of organizational identification (Lynham and Chermack 2006), because it represents

a positive role model of being held accountable (e.g., Doh and Quigley 2014) and

can transform the self-concept of employees to enhance their feelings of

organizational involvement and attachment (Lord et al. 1999; van Knippenberg

et al. 2004). More specifically, employees are more likely to identify with an

organization when their leader serves as a good role model in terms of responsible

behavior and the inclusion of others’ viewpoints or interests (Voegtlin 2011),

suggesting a positive relationship between responsible leadership and organizational

identification.

Affected by ethical conflict negatively and by responsible leadership positively,

organizational identification helps reduce turnover intention. Prior research has

shown that organizational identification reveals a strong and negative correlation

with turnover intention (Cole and Bruch 2006; Riketta 2005). Identification

compensates for estrangement in the domain of employees’ experience (Cheney

2006; Mishra and Bhatnagar 2010) in which weak organizational identification can

lead to employees’ feeling of detachment from the organization (Elsbach and

Bhattacharya 2001), thus driving employees to contemplate the possibility of

leaving the organization (Mishra and Bhatnagar 2010). On the contrary, with their

higher organizational identification, employees are less likely to separate their own

identity from the perception of their organization’s identity (Elsbach and
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Bhattacharya 2001), leading to weaker turnover intention (Mishra and Bhatnagar

2010). Collectively, the hypothesis regarding organizational identification as a

mediator can be stated as below.

H1a Organizational identification mediates the positive relationship between

ethical conflict and turnover intention.

H1b Organizational identification mediates the negative relationship between

responsible leadership and turnover intention.

Organizational uncertainty is defined in this study as employees’ confusion about

organizational purposes and the means of achieving them (e.g., Pfeffer et al. 1976).

When organizational uncertainty is high, the effort put forth by employees to do

their job often becomes substantially wasted, igniting their attempt to quit the job

and to pursue better future career. Role theory states that organizational uncertainty

is perceived to be strong when employees’ actions and ethical standards, which are

expected based on their role, are dramatically inconsistent or contradictory under

different circumstances (e.g., Kahn et al. 1964).

Previous literature has indicated that inherent in all ethical conflicts is uncertainty

(Nelson et al. 2008). Ethical conflict can substantially confuse employees and cause

their perception of uncertainty in the organization (e.g., organizational changes and

job insecurity) to be interpreted as a negative experience or threat rather than as an

opportunity for them (Hui andLee 2000).When ethical conflict occurs, employees feel

insecure in their job situation and that control over their own destiny of the job

situation is threatened (Hui and Lee 2000). As a result, employees who are confronted

by an ethical conflict are likely to perceive stronger organizational uncertainty,

consequently increasing the possibility of their quitting the job in the foreseeable

future. For example, Huhtala et al. (2015) found that ethical conflict increases

perceived uncertainty about their organization and thus causes job tension, frustration,

anxiety, dissatisfaction, and poor performance. Similarly, Redman and Fry (2000)

indicated that ethical conflict brings about moral uncertainty in the organization,

because employees are unsurewhatmoral principles or values apply to a situation (i.e.,

moral dilemma) (Redman and Fry 2000), suggesting a positive relationship between

ethical conflict and organizational uncertainty. On the contrary, when their perceived

conflict is reduced, employees feel certain about how things are supposed to go in the

organization without having to face many unsure principles, unsettled events, or

disagreements in the organization (Pavlish et al. 2011). Ethical conflict has a positive

influence on organizational uncertainty, but not vice versa, because organizational

uncertainty can be caused by different reasons, such as uncertainty in resources and/or

strategies that have no direct effect on ethical issues or conflict at all (Hartlieb and

Silvius 2016; Parnell et al. 2000).

Employees under stronger responsible leadership, contrastingly, often perceive

weaker organizational uncertainty, because responsible leadership helps them

understand and respond to problems and challenges from real-world contexts in an

authentic schema that feature positive, organizational goal attainment (Seal et al.

2013). Responsible leadership is the art and ability involved in cultivating,

enhancing, and sustaining trust and stability in the organization (Maak 2007), thus
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reducing organizational uncertainty. Responsible leadership plays a key role in

motivating the goodwill that is engendered by the fabric of social relations in the

organization and that can effectively facilitate responsible behavior in the

organization (Maak 2007; Seeger and Ulmer 2003). That is, responsible leadership

can reduce employees’ confusion about organizational purposes by motivating them

to contribute to business sustainability and legitimacy (Maak 2007; Seeger and

Ulmer 2003).

It is important to note that the nature of responsible leadership is different from

other sorts of leadership (e.g., transformational leadership, authentic leadership,

etc.) in which it is primarily values-based and driven by the responsible principle of

inspiring others toward effecting positive change through the accomplishment of a

shared vision (Seal et al. 2013). More specifically, the spirit in responsible

leadership is not merely to achieve a business goal, but to pursue a vision that adds

value for a wide range of stakeholders and are sustainable (Fernando 2016).

Prior evidence in the literature has showed that employees’ perceived uncertainty

in the organization is associated with various behavioral intentions, such as somatic

complaints, lack of sleep (e.g., Taber et al. 1979), and intention to quit (Ashford

et al. 1989; Hui and Lee 2000; Rosenblatt and Ruvio 1996). A threat due to

organizational uncertainty is likely to push employees to seek better opportunities

and personal future by leaving the organization (Greenberger and Strasser 1991; Hui

and Lee 2000). Consequently the hypothesis regarding the mediating role of

organizational uncertainty is derived as below.

H2a Organizational uncertainty mediates the positive relationship between ethical

conflict and turnover intention.

H2b Organizational uncertainty mediates the negative relationship between

responsible leadership and turnover intention.

A meta-analysis (Riketta 2005) regarding organizational identification and its

relationship to a variety of work-related attitudes shows that the overall measures of

organizational identification are significantly correlated with extra-role behaviors

such as providing extra help to co-workers, offering help for special work

assignments, etc. (Ouwerkerk et al. 1999; Tyler and Blader 2000). In other words,

employees who highly identify with their organization are likely to put in extra

effort to help their co-workers (Van Dick et al. 2006). The mediating role of

organizational identification herein is consistent with the proposition inherent in the

social identity approach whereby employees’ experiences in the social environment

are associated with their organizational identification, which in turn guides their

behavioral intention for helping in a social environment (Liu et al. 2015; Tajfel and

Turner 1979). Hence, the manner in which organizational identification mediates the

relationship between helping intention and its predictors can be described as below.

H3a Organizational identification mediates the negative relationship between

ethical conflict and helping intention.

H3b Organizational identification mediates the positive relationship between

responsible leadership and helping intention.
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Organizational uncertainty can take various forms of, for instance, drastic

organizational changes, downsizing, and merging and has been found to be related

to anxiety, anger, or stress (e.g., Hui and Lee 2000; Leana and Feldman 1992). A

previous investigation (O’Neill and Lenn 1995; Schweiger and DeNisi 1991) has

revealed that employees express anger and skepticism during the period of

uncertainty during an organizational restructuring, holding back their helping

intention in the workplace. In other words, organizational uncertainty perceived by

employees is negatively related to their helping intention, because organizational

uncertainty often distracts people’s attention from caring for others due to increased

stress, dissatisfaction, and mistrust in the organization (Hui and Lee 2000). To sum

up, the hypothesis concerning the mediating role of organizational uncertainty for

helping intention can be described as below.

H4a Organizational uncertainty mediates the negative relationship between ethical

conflict and helping intention.

H4b Organizational uncertainty mediates the positive relationship between

responsible leadership and helping intention.

Note that responsible leadership and ethical conflict are related to but not causal

to each other because responsible leadership is not a top-down approach for dealing

with ethical issues alone (Maak 2007). Previous literature has suggested that the

quest for responsible leadership is not limited to ethical conducts (Pless and Maak

2011). As a matter of fact, responsible leadership is more wide-ranging and more

relationally oriented than ethical leadership that focuses mainly on moral principles

(Antunes and Franco 2016; Maak et al. 2016; Pless and Maak 2011; Seal et al.

2013).

3 Methodology

3.1 Subjects and procedures

We conducted a survey on working professionals from Taiwan’s high-tech industry

for empirical analyses and sought them out, because of two important reasons. First,

the high-tech industry has paid great attention to the issue of ethics and irresponsible

leadership in recent years in order to retain superior human resources (Azari and

Pick 2005). Second, as the high-tech industry often has a high turnover rate due to

its competitive and stressful working environment (Chien and Chen 2007), studying

the issue of turnover intention in this industry is critical for researchers and

practitioners. For that reason, working professionals from the high-tech industry

make an appropriate sample for this study.

This study has taken two key measures for reducing the threat of common

method variances (CMV). First, this study adopted quality measurement items by

drawing from and modifying prior literature, refining them based on pilot testing,

and eventually using them in the anonymous survey. The literature has supported

that CMV can be reduced through the use of high quality scales and an anonymous
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survey (Feng et al. 2010; Helm and Conrad 2015; Podsakoff et al. 2012). Second,

CMV is substantially decreased in this study due to the data collection from two

different sources. More specifically, the employees surveyed in this study were

asked to measure ethical conflict, organizational uncertainty, and turnover intention,

while their corresponding supervisor was asked to measure responsible leadership,

organizational identification, and helping intention. The method of our measuring

different variables by employees and their corresponding leader respectively is

superior to any other post hoc remedial methods for detecting CMV (Baruch and

Lin 2012). Previous research has highly recommended that the best way to avoid

potential threats of CMV is to allow different variables to be measured by different

research subjects (Chang et al. 2010).

The employees from our sample firms were asked to measure ethical conflict,

organizational uncertainty, and turnover intention, while their corresponding

supervisor was asked to measure responsible leadership, organizational identifica-

tion, and helping intention. Before our survey, each personnel department of our

sample firms randomly solicited for 100 matched pairs of volunteers (including a

supervisor and his/her subordinate) and then distributed questionnaires to the pairs

(i.e., a total of 500 matched pairs from all our five sample firms). Of the 1000

questionnaires distributed to the working professionals (i.e., 500 for supervisors and

another 500 for their corresponding subordinates) at our five sample firms, 252

matched questionnaires (i.e., a matched questionnaire contains one questionnaire

from an employee and another one from his/her supervisor) were returned for a

questionnaire response rate of 50.4%. Tables 1 and 2 show respectively the sample

characteristics and the correction matrix.

3.2 Measures

The variables discussed in this study were measured using 5-point Likert scales

translated and modified from prior literature by a focus group familiar with

organizational behavior and business ethics. A pilot before the actual survey was

conducted to test the quality of our survey instrument. Based on the results of the

pilot test with exploratory factor analysis (EFA), the scale items with low reliability,

poor factor loadings, or serious cross loadings were refined or dropped by the focus

group. Appendix 1 lists all the measurement items, their rater, and literature sources.

It is important to take note of responsible leadership in enabling positivity through

interpersonal interaction. Cameron and Caza (2005) summarized the traits of

positivity, including positive climate, positive calling orientation (i.e., inspiring

employees with the sense of work), positive connections, and positive communi-

cation. This study used these traits and their examples provided by Cameron and

Caza (2005) and Wrzesniewski (2003) for developing measurement items,

effectively capturing responsible leadership. For instance, Cameron and Caza

(2005) indicated that an obvious way that responsible leaders can enable positive

communication is by exemplifying positive talk themselves. This notion is thus

included in our measurement item ‘‘I often enable communication by exemplifying

positive talks.’’ For that reason, the face validity of our scale items is acceptable.
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There are both advantages and disadvantages related to the use of self-reported

(Gerlach et al. 2009) or other-reported measures. To mitigate the disadvantages, this

study measures factors differently through either self-ratings (e.g., turnover

intention is measured by employees themselves, because it relates to individuals’

piracy and is often hidden on purpose from leaders) or other-ratings. Responsible

leadership was measured by leaders, because leadership itself is considered to be

made up of complex patterns of behavior and multiple leader attributes (Zaccaro

2007). Previous literature has suggested that responsible leadership is a kind of

values-centered leadership (i.e., supervisors’ value) (Cameron and Caza 2005) and

Table 1 Sample characteristics

In this study, our data were from

252 matched questionnaires

(i.e., a matched questionnaire

contains one questionnaire from

an employee and another one

from his/her supervisor)

Characteristic Employees Supervisors

Gender

Male 141 (55.95%) 162 (64.29%)

Female 111 (44.05%) 90 (35.71%)

Age

20–29 years old 92 (36.51%) 29 (11.51%)

30–39 years old 63 (25.00%) 53 (21.03%)

40–49 years old 46 (18.25%) 52 (20.63%)

50–59 years old 51 (20.24%) 118 (46.83%)

Working experience

Less than 2 years 43 (17.06%) 23 (9.13%)

2–10 years 77 (30.56%) 86 (34.13%)

More than 10 years 132 (52.38%) 143 (56.74%)

Marriage status

Single 130 (51.59%) 69 (27.38%)

Married 122 (48.41%) 183 (72.62%)

Education

High school 45 (17.86%) 15 (5.95%)

Bachelor or above 207 (82.14%) 237 (94.05%)

Table 2 Correlation matrix

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Turnover intention 2.29 1.27 –

2. Helping intention 3.99 0.64 -0.23* –

3. Organizational

identification

3.75 0.74 -0.52* 0.34* –

4. Organizational uncertainty 2.87 0.96 0.53* -0.15* -0.37* –

5. Ethical conflict 2.79 0.70 0.31* -0.12 -0.25* 0.41* –

6. Responsible leadership 3.68 0.73 -0.37* 0.39* 0.44* -0.40* -0.13 –

* p\ .05
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is also a self-referential concept that is about ‘‘being true to one’s self’’ (Freeman

and Auster 2011). Hence, responsible leadership is measured by supervisors in this

study to capture its authenticity (Maak and Pless 2006; Pless and Maak 2011). As

another example, Peccei et al. (2008) have demonstrated that measurements for the

extent that employees are committed to the values of the organization using

managers’ reports are both reliable and valid. In a similar fashion, the extent to

which employees identify with their organization was measured by supervisors in

this study as the proxy of organizational identification.

4 Data analysis

The survey data were analyzed using a two-step structural equation modeling

(SEM) (Anderson and Gerbing 1998). The measurement model testing was

conducted as the first step of SEM, with the test results and goodness-of-fit indices

in Table 3. The comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit index (NFI), and non-

normed fit index (NNFI) were close to or exceeded 0.90, while the root-mean-

square residual (RMR) was smaller than 0.05, and the root-mean-square error of

approximation (RMSEA) was smaller than 0.08 (Fornell and Larcker 1981). All in

all, the test results supported that the measurement model of this study fits its

empirical data very well.

Convergent validity was statistically accepted in this study (see Table 3),

because: (1) all factor loadings were statistically significant; (2) the average

variance extracted (AVE) for each variable was greater than 0.50; and (3) the

reliabilities all exceeded 0.80 (Fornell and Larcker 1981). Chi square difference

tests were applied to evaluate discriminant validity. As Chi square difference

statistics for all pairs of constructs in Table 4 exceeded their critical value based on

the experiment-wise error rate at an overall significance level of 0.01, discriminant

validity was confirmed.

The second step of SEM performed the structural model testing with gender, age,

and tenure of employees as control variables. Table 5 presents the statistical results

of our SEM analysis, indicating that seven out of eight model paths in Table 5 were

significant at the 0.01 level. In summary of Table 5, turnover intention was

negatively related to organizational identification which was then associated with

ethical conflict negatively and with responsible leadership positively (thus, H1a and

H1b are supported). Furthermore, turnover intention was positively related to

organizational uncertainty which was then associated with ethical conflict positively

and with responsible leadership negatively (thus, H2a and H2b are supported).

Helping intention was positively related to organizational identification which was

then associated with ethical conflict negatively and with responsible leadership

positively (therefore, H3a and H3b are supported). Finally, there is no significant

relationship between turnover intention and organizational uncertainty, while

organizational uncertainty was associated with ethical conflict positively and with

responsible leadership negatively (H4a and H4b are not supported). Table 6

summarizes the results.
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Despite the statistical results in Table 5, this study further conducts post hoc

analysis to test if there are possible direct effects of ethical conflict and responsible

leadership on the outcomes. The test results in the post hoc analysis show that

ethical conflict does not have any direct effect on turnover intention and helping

intention, and that responsible leadership does not have any direct effect on turnover

intention. However, responsible leadership shows a direct and significant effect on

helping intention, leading to a consistent result with our preceding analysis that our

H4 is not supported. Collectively, these results explain that responsible leadership is

likely to affect helping intention directly rather than indirectly through organiza-

tional uncertainty. Nevertheless, the test results for the unsupported hypothesis in

this study warrant more in-depth research—for instance, taking some moderators

into account so that the authentic reason behind the unsupported hypothesis can be

accurately interpreted. In addition, we conduct further analysis of competing models

Table 3 Standardized loadings and reliabilities

Construct Indicators Standardized loading AVE Cronbach’s a

Turnover intention TI1 0.94 (t = 19.69) 0.77 0.92

TI2 0.83 (t = 17.88)

TI3 0.87 (t = 17.20)

Helping intention HI1 0.83 (t = 15.44) 0.61 0.86

HI2 0.88 (t = 16.97)

HI3 0.75 (t = 13.54)

HI4 0.67 (t = 11.50)

Organizational identification OI1 0.86 (t = 16.63) 0.66 0.88

OI2 0.90 (t = 18.14)

OI3 0.83 (t = 15.79)

OI4 0.64 (t = 11.13)

Organizational uncertainty OU1 0.87 (t = 17.06) 0.66 0.89

OU2 0.73 (t = 13.02)

OU3 0.86 (t = 16.74)

OU4 0.80 (t = 14.97)

Perceived ethical conflict PEC1 0.88 (t = 17.10) 0.72 0.89

PEC2 0.81 (t = 15.11)

PEC3 0.87 (t = 16.73)

Perceived responsible leadership PRL1 0.70 (t = 12.28) 0.56 0.88

PRL2 0.73 (t = 13.13)

PRL3 0.82 (t = 15.46)

PRL4 0.85 (t = 16.26)

PRL5 0.73 (t = 12.97)

PRL6 0.65 (t = 11.27)

Goodness-of-fit indices (N = 252): v237
2 = 508.47 (p value\ 0.001); NNFI = 0.92; NFI = 0.88;

CFI = 0.93; RMR = 0.05; RMSEA = 0.07
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suggested by Avolio et al. (2003) in order to ensure that our research model is

tentatively acceptable among different competing models. The fit indices of the

validation models in Appendix 2 confirm that our research model based on a total of

six factors is the best among six competing models.

We conducted further tests for confirming the indirect effect of ethical conflict

and responsible leadership respectively in our research model (see Table 7).

Specifically, the simultaneous overall tests of SEM were used in this study to

investigate the indirect effect of ethical conflict and responsible leadership on their

outcome (i.e., turnover intention or helping intention respectively). Unlike the

traditional regression with several discrete testing steps for indirect effects, SEM

provides a powerful method for verifying the indirect effect by simultaneously

Table 4 Chi square difference

tests for examining discriminate

validity

*** Significant at the 0.001

overall significance level by the

Bonferroni method

F1 = Turnover intention;

F2 = Helping intention;

F3 = Organizational

identification;

F4 = Organizational

uncertainty; F5 = Ethical

conflict; F6 = Responsible

leadership

Construct pair v237
2 = 508.47 (unconstrained model)

v238
2 (constrained model) v2 difference

(F1, F2) 961.76 453.29***

(F1, F3) 1358.75 850.28***

(F1, F4) 892.52 384.05***

(F1, F5) 871.75 363.28***

(F1, F6) 1160.03 651.56***

(F2, F3) 927.76 419.29***

(F2, F4) 975.41 466.94***

(F2, F5) 931.25 422.78***

(F2, F6) 898.36 389.89***

(F3, F4) 1593.42 1084.95***

(F3, F5) 1135.95 627.48***

(F3, F6) 953.78 445.31***

(F4, F5) 828.08 319.61***

(F4, F6) 1136.31 627.84***

(F5, F6) 3328.00 2819.53***

Table 5 Test results of SEM for model paths

Path Path coefficient

Organizational identification ? Turnover intention -0.35**

Organizational identification ? Helping intention 0.31**

Organizational uncertainty ? Turnover intention 0.42**

Organizational uncertainty ? Helping intention 0.03

Ethical conflict ? Organizational identification -0.24**

Responsible leadership ? Organizational identification 0.34**

Ethical conflict ? Organizational uncertainty 0.41**

Responsible leadership ? Organizational uncertainty -0.24**

** p\ .01

1014 C.-M. Liu, C.-P. Lin

123



including an outcome, its mediator, and predictor. The test results in Table 7 show

that ethical conflict has significant indirect effects respectively on turnover intention

with the estimate of 0.30 (p\ .01) and on helping intention with the estimate of

-0.05 (p\ .05). Moreover, responsible leadership has significant indirect effects

respectively on turnover intention with the estimate of -0.35 (p\ .01) and on

helping intention with the estimate of 0.18 (p\ .01).

5 Discussion

The empirical results of this study provide useful findings that complement the

international business literature on turnover intention and helping intention.

Specifically, this study finds that ethical conflict and responsible leadership can

Table 6 Results of hypotheses

Hypothesis Results

H1a: Organizational identification mediates the positive relationship between ethical

conflict and turnover intention

Supported

H1b: Organizational identification mediates the negative relationship between responsible

leadership and turnover intention

Supported

H2a: Organizational uncertainty mediates the positive relationship between ethical conflict

and turnover intention

Supported

H2b: Organizational uncertainty mediates the negative relationship between responsible

leadership and turnover intention

Supported

H3a: Organizational identification mediates the negative relationship between ethical

conflict and helping intention

Supported

H3b: Organizational identification mediates the positive relationship between responsible

leadership and helping intention

Supported

H4a: Organizational uncertainty mediates the negative relationship between ethical

conflict and helping intention

Not

supported

H4b: Organizational uncertainty mediates the positive relationship between responsible

leadership and helping intention

Not

supported

Table 7 Test results of indirect effects of SEM

Indirect effects Estimate Standard

error

t

value

The indirect effect of ethical conflict on turnover intention (through

organizational identification and organizational uncertainty)

0.30** 0.05 7.21

The indirect effect of ethical conflict on helping intention (through

organizational identification only)

-0.05* 0.03 -2.16

The indirect effect of responsible leadership on turnover intention

(through organizational identification and organizational uncertainty)

-0.35** 0.05 -4.21

The indirect effect of responsible leadership on helping intention

(through organizational identification only)

0.18** 0.04 4.15

* p\ .05

** p\ .01
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help explain the formation of turnover intention and helping intention. At the same

time, the dual mediating roles of organizational identification and organizational

uncertainty provide critical implications that have never been examined and

discussed in previous literature. Based on these results, this study presents

theoretical and managerial implications as follows.

5.1 Theoretical implications

The findings of this study have three major theoretical implications. First, the

finding about the significant effect of organizational identification on helping

intention complements previous literature concerning the social identity model of

deindividuation effects (Levine et al. 2010), which reveals the effect of social

identities on deindividuation conditions (e.g., high group immersion, salient social

identifies) (Postmes et al. 1999) and helping behavior.

Second, the joint effect of organizational uncertainty and organizational

identification on turnover intention provides a compelling empirical evidence that

simultaneously supports uncertainty reduction theory (Berger and Calabrese 1975)

and social categorization theory (Tajfel 1981). While uncertainty reduction theory

argues that employees seek to reduce the uncertainty with a more secure approach

(e.g., gathering more information, searching for a better job, etc.), social

categorization theory argues in the principle of comparative fit—that only the

organization with which employees believe they share similar attributes will be

valued as credible and attractive for their pursuit of its membership (Chou and Chen

2016; Chou et al. 2016; Haslam and Turner 1998; Liou and Tsai 2016; Oakes 1987;

Yao et al. 2016). Specifically, this study’s model that takes into account both

organizational uncertainty and organizational identification provides a unique

contribution to enrich the literature as these two theories have not been previously

integrated together to assess employees’ behavioral intention. If organizational

uncertainty and organizational identification are not simultaneously examined in a

single model setting, researchers may mistakenly think the issues of turnover and

helping are much simpler than what they really are.

Third, the effect of ethical conflict on organizational identification negatively and

on organizational uncertainty positively complements the theoretical discussion by

Victor and Cullen (1987) about deontology in which an unethical workplace climate

(e.g., a lack of equity) discourages employees from investing in identity attachments

to the organization, thus eventually influencing their future career decision (e.g.,

turnover).

5.2 Managerial implications

The findings of this study offer fresh insights into turnover intention and helping

intention and how they are influenced indirectly by ethical conflict and responsible

leadership through organizational identification or organizational uncertainty.

Management can take measures to reduce turnover intention by, for example,

emphasizing and maximizing internal similarities (within the firm) and external

differences with other firms (i.e., to improve organizational identification) (e.g.,
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Prati and Zani 2013). It is also important for managers to increase organizational

stability with transparent information flows in the firm so that organizational

uncertainty and turnover intention can be substantially reduced (e.g., Stonebraker

and Liao 2004). Employees and their leader should make a concerted effort to fine-

tune their vision, which can become a clear guidance that substantially reduces

organizational uncertainty. As a result, the vision shared by employees may

alleviate ethical conflict (due to, for example, consensus for dealing with

disagreements) and improve mutual understanding between them and their leader

(due to, for example, quality reciprocal relationship).

As ethics is critically vital for a business organization, management should

continuously strive for detecting potential ethical conflict between the employees

and the organization, so as to help arrange effective solutions (e.g., open discussion

for business ethics, reflections on current company policies, etc.) to mitigate the

conflict. Employees should be supported by their leader to design the work context

that gives them an opportunity to make their work meaningful and consequently

increases their confidence to solve ethical controversies in the workplace. The work

environment, organizational policies, and HR practices should all favor ethical

considerations. Employees should be trained through ethical mentoring to persist in

being willing to whistle blow against unethical matters. Ethical compatibility should

be taken into consideration during the recruitment and selection so that the value fit

between employees and the organization can be enhanced in a long run. One-on-one

employee counseling that promotes professional and business ethics in the

organization should be periodically provided to all employees in the firm.

In addition to the emphasis on the reduction of ethical conflict, top management

should encourage supervisors to take responsibility in a professional way as a good

role model for subordinates. Responsible behavior based on transparency and

correctness should be valued more strongly than obedient behavior without

reasoning, and the conduct of being responsible should be embedded as a part of

career advancement roadmap and leader training for supervisors or mangers. A

responsible leader can intellectually inspire subordinates if his/her own job allows

himself/herself to communicate with subordinates individually, visualize new

opportunities, diagnose potential problems, and develop effective solutions. The

organization that pushes leaders or managers to pay close attention only to trivia

without encouraging them to communicate with and inspire employees are unlikely

to influence the employees for achieving lower turnover intention and higher

helping intention.

A leader who shirks his/her responsibilities and relies on subordinates to work on

their own without guiding or supporting them can substantially damage workforce

morale. An irresponsible leader creates a culture of irresponsibility throughout the

organization. Therefore, it is necessary to place the onus on the leader to identify

solutions for his/her irresponsibility by asking the leader to suggest ways for his/her

leadership improvement so that the improvement can be fairly evaluated in the

future. Collectively, once an organization achieves a reduction in ethical conflict

and an increase in responsible leadership, employees’ organizational identification

will be significantly increased and organizational uncertainty will also lessen.
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In summary, a firm that builds a strong ethical climate as guidance for reducing

ethical conflict and for boosting responsible leadership can be assured of making

employees identify strongly with their organization and to generate their intention of

helping others and staying at the firm (rather than quitting the job). Taking full

responsibility as a great leader actually involves accountability, communicative

competence, comprehension, dependability, and reliability, implying these charac-

teristics’ far-reaching and inclusive meaningfulness in business ethics. Responsible

leadership should pursue the ultimate best—well-being of employees—through the

development of manager-employee relationship quality and organizational identi-

fication. Overall, the reduction of ethical conflict and the enhancement of

responsible leadership should be considered as an organization’s lubricant that

smoothes its holistic business operations.

5.3 Limitations

Despite our best efforts to conduct this study, two limitations may be noticed. The

first limitation is the cross-sectional nature of this study due to collecting data in the

same period of time. This limitation might restrain the explanatory power of this

research to justify causal inferences. Second, this research only investigates working

professionals from a single industry: Taiwan’s high-tech industry. Therefore, the

implications drawn from this study might not be completely generalizable for

detecting the turnover intention and helping intention of employees in traditional

industries such as the banking industry, food industry, tourist industry, etc.

The insignificant relationship between organizational uncertainty and helping

intention in this study may be caused by teaming work modes of our sample subjects

in Taiwan’s high-tech industry. Teaming work modes that are very popular in high-

tech industry and emphasize highly coordination, interdependence, and mutual

support are likely to make helping intention irrelevant to organizational uncertainty.

Future research may compare how various work modes influence the relationship

between organizational uncertainty and turnover intention so that their direct

linkage can be authentically verified under different circumstances.

Besides, future scholars are advised to collect longitudinal data from interna-

tional business organizations and include a wide variety of factors concerning

business ethics (e.g., ethical efficacy, ethical fit, ethical norm, and ethical stress)

from different aspects of academic theories so as to verify turnover intention and

helping intention from broader viewpoints. Last but not least, the test results herein

that disconfirm one hypothesis (i.e., the unsupported H4) may be further examined

in the future so that the relationship between helping intention, turnover intention,

and many other mediators can be authentically verified.
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Appendix 1: Measurement items

Turnover intention (measured by employees)

TI1. I intend to look for a job outside of current company within the next year.

TI2. I have no intention to remain indefinitely within this company.

TI3. I often think about quitting my job.

Source: Cole and Bruch (2006)

Helping intention (measured by supervisors)

HI1. This employee helps others who have heavy workloads.

HI2. This employee helps others who have been absent from work.

HI3. This employee willingly helps others who have work-related problems.

HI4. This employee helps orient new employees even though it is not required.

Source: Lin (2006)

Organizational identification (measured by supervisors)

OI1. This employee demonstrates strong ties with the firm.

OI2. This employee shows a strong sense of belonging to the firm.

OI3. This employee presents to be proud to work for the company.

OI4. Overall, this employee reveals a strong identification with the firm.

Source: Mael and Ashforth (1992)

Organizational uncertainty (measured by employees)

OU1. There is a lot of uncertainty in our company.

OU2. Many things seem unsettled in my company most of time.

OU3. If I think about work, I feel a lot of uncertainty.

OU4. I cannot predict how things will go in my company.

Source: Colquitt et al. (2012)

Responsible leadership (measured by supervisors)

RL1. I often enable communication by exemplifying positive talks. (Positive

communication)

RL2. I am concerned about employee emotion. (Positive climate)

RL3. I develop quality social relationship in workplaces. (Positive connection)

RL4. I am capable of inspiring employees (Positive inspiration).

RL5. I am responsible for achieving positive change in the firm.

RL6. Overall, being responsible is highly important for my job.
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Source: Cameron and Caza (2005)

Perceived ethical conflict (measured by employees)

EC1. In order to succeed in my company, it is often necessary to compromise

one’s ethics

EC2. There exists a conflict between my company’s rules and what I feel is right.

EC3. There exists a conflict between my personal ethical values and the directives

of my company,

Source: Kammeyer-Mueller et al. (2012); Valentine et al. (2014)

Appendix 2: Fit indices of this study’s validation models

Models v2 df v2/df NNFI NFI CFI RMR RMSEA

Model 1 2495.78 252 9.90 0.40 0.43 0.45 0.14 0.19

Model 2 2126.07 251 8.47 0.49 0.51 0.54 0.12 0.17

Model 3 1735.45 249 6.97 0.60 0.60 0.63 0.12 0.15

Model 4 1338.83 246 5.44 0.70 0.69 0.73 0.10 0.13

Model 5 915.74 242 3.78 0.81 0.79 0.83 0.11 0.11

Model 6 508.47 237 2.15 0.92 0.88 0.93 0.05 0.07

Model 1 = One factor (all six constructs in this study are grouped as one single factor for CFA)

Model 2 = Two factors (except turnover intention, the other five factors in this study are grouped as one

single factor)

Model 3 = Three factors (organizational identification, organizational uncertainty, ethical conflict and

responsible leadership are grouped as one single factor)

Model 4 = Four factors (organizational uncertainty, ethical conflict and responsible leadership are

grouped as one single factor)

Model 5 = Five factors (ethical conflict and responsible leadership are grouped as one single factor)

Model 6 = Full six factors
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