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Abstract
This study aims to investigate the effect of ethical leadership on employee attitudes 
(affective commitment and job satisfaction) and to examine the role of psychological 
empowerment as a potential mediator of these relationships. In total, 467 employ-
ees in Chinese public sector completed surveys across three separate waves. Con-
firmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling were used to test hypoth-
eses. The paper found a positive relationship between ethical leadership and both 
employee attitudes and further reveals that psychological empowerment fully medi-
ates the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment while par-
tially mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and job satisfaction. Test-
ing of above relationships via a mediated approach is novel and contributes to the 
research on ethical leadership.
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1  Introduction

In the past few decades, theorists have believed that ethics plays an important 
role in evolving good characters among individuals for the prosperity and thrive 
of both societies and its members. Generally, leaders are needed to establish 
moral standards for their followers to resolve such activities that are unfavorable 
to the welfare of society and certain organization (Aronson 2001). The morally 
responded uncertain business practices under current economic circumstances 
have resulted in a great need for ethical leadership and it has become a more 
expanding area to be inquired (Treviño et  al. 2006). Comprehensively, ethical 
leadership is defined as ‘‘the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of 
such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and 
decision-making” (Brown et al. 2005). Additionally, it can also be observed from 
both empirical (Bass and Steidlmeier 1999) and philosophical aspects (Ciulla 
2014).

In this regard, Brown et al. (2005) established ethical leadership scale which 
contains notable characteristics of authentic (Avolio and Gardner 2005), charis-
matic (Conger and Kanungo 1998) and transformational leadership styles (Bass 
1985). Most notably, the study of ethical leadership states that leader’s behav-
ior is much critical for achieving a positive outcome in organizations (Koh and 
El’Fred 2001; Petrick and Quinn 2001; Treviño et al. 2003).

Leaders in different positions play a critical role in establishing a sustainable 
organizational culture among employees (Grojean et al. 2004). In line with House 
(1976) and Bass (1985), theories of charismatic and transformational leadership 
determine different processes through which influences occur and employees 
observe those influences and their consequences frequently (Bandura 1986).

Ethical leadership is as important as it has a positive effect on the employ-
ees work behaviors in public sector organizations. Several studies indicate that 
ethical leadership has positive and significant relation with numerous dimensions 
of leadership effectiveness including employees’ motivation, job satisfaction, 
performance and commitment (Brown and Treviño 2006; Newman et  al. 2015; 
Ofori 2009). In spite of these systematic approaches by which ethical leaders 
influence and inspire their subordinates have not been explored thoroughly (Avey 
et al. 2011; Mayer et al. 2012), and various scholars have suggested paying more 
attention to understand how these influential activities operated in ethical leader-
ship (Bouckenooghe et al. 2015; Newman et al. 2014; Newman and Sheikh 2012; 
Walumbwa et al. 2011).

Despite the limited theoretical and empirical research in this area, the present 
study aimed to explore the relationship between ethical leadership and employ-
ees’ basic work-related outcomes including job satisfaction and commitment. 
Basically, job satisfaction is a key element in organizations which influences 
citizenship behaviors and both employees’ performance and attitudes (Brown 
and Treviño 2006; Judge and Bono 2001). Intrinsically, among other leadership 
styles, ethical leadership highly inspires employees’ sense of satisfaction towards 
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their work and generally tends to organizational success (Avey et al. 2012; Bouck-
enooghe et al. 2015) while unethical behaviors impact negatively on job satisfac-
tion (Liu and Lin 2018; Vitell and Davis 1990). On the other hand organizational 
commitment is an employees’ influential strength of identification and engage-
ment within a specific organization (Mowday et al. 1982) and can be categorized 
into three broad aspects like work experience, personal and organizational factors 
(Eby et al. 1999). Previous studies have revealed that organizational commitment 
is greater for those individuals whose leader supports them to participate in the 
decision-making process (Rhodes and Steers 1981), deals them carefully (Bycio 
et al. 1995) and shows fairness (Allen and Meyer 1990).

Previous leadership studies have observed this relationship by opting different 
mediators including employee voice (Avey et al. 2012); role clarity (Newman et al. 
2015); loyalty to a supervisor (Okan and Akyüz 2015); and organizational politics 
(Kacmar et al. 2013). Psychological empowerment can be defined as an inspirational 
factor which puts emphasis on the perceptions of the follower being empowered 
(Menon 2001; Spreitzer 1995a) and plays a significant role in enhancing employees’ 
performance and work attitudes (Koberg et al. 1999; Menon 2001; Spreitzer et al. 
1997). Several types of research demonstrate the effects of psychological empower-
ment on leadership mainly focusing on organizational culture, structure, personality 
traits and climate (Koberg et al. 1999; Sigler and Pearson 2000; Spreitzer 1995a). 
In a similar vein, Zhu (2008) underlined psychological empowerment as a potential 
mediator of ethical leadership in relation to employee moral identity. As a result, 
employees with higher empowerment in a sense of influence, autonomy, value, and 
competency are more likely to feel satisfied with their supervisor and job and are 
more committed to their organization. We, therefore, propose that the effect of ethi-
cal leadership on follower’s attitudes via psychological empowerment plays impor-
tant role in the organization.

In recent years, the ethical scandals involving government employees have high-
lighted the need for more research on ethical leadership in the public sector. For 
example, in the United States, in 2018, Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey found 
that about 45% of government employees do not believe the leaders in their organi-
zation in maintaining high standards of honesty and integrity while 34% do not feel 
that they can disclose a suspected violation of laws or regulations without fear of 
reprisal (OPM 2018). It is unclear as to whether the research on ethical leadership 
of public sector employees in emerging economies such as China which have a col-
lectivistic culture is different from the western nations. Hence, we choose public 
organizations for conducting this research rather than the private sector.

Taken together, we seek the following contributions to the literature by answering 
the calls by researchers to explore the differentials effects of psychological empow-
erment on subordinate responses to the leadership behavior of their supervisors 
that vary from country to country (Chen 2017; Jordan et  al. 2017; Namasivayam 
et al. 2014). We further explicate the underlying process of how ethical leadership 
works through four-dimensional psychological empowerment to promote employ-
ees’ behaviors. The current study enriches the existing research on ethical leadership 
by identifying the contexts under which ethical leadership might have a different 
effect on employee-related outcomes. Although, some of these relationships have 
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been studied individually in different contexts by other leadership styles (Puni et al. 
2018; Ribeiro et al. 2018), present work demonstrates the complete process of how 
ethical leadership is associated with organizational outcomes, which has not been 
previously investigated in the context of Chinese workplace and the testing of these 
relationships via a mediated approach is relatively new. This should enable us to 
advise managers in the Chinese public sector as to what strategies may be utilized 
d to foster high levels of organizational commitment and enhance job satisfaction 
amongst their employees.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Following this introduction, the first 
section explains the conceptual framework and the existing literature review for ana-
lyzing the effects of ethical leadership on subordinate behaviors. The methodology 
employed in the study is presented in the second section. Different data techniques 
opted to analyze the proposed relationships along with results are then be discussed. 
Finally, the paper concludes the main findings, limitations, and implications of the 
study.

1.1 � Theory and hypotheses

1.1.1 � Ethical leadership

Integrity, fairness, and honesty have been considered as the key elements of leader-
ship effectiveness in both public and private sector organizations (Kouzes and Pos-
ner 1992). Since past decade, the adaptation of systematic approaches to illustrate 
and examine the meanings of ethical leadership and its consequences has been given 
more attention (Fehr et al. 2015; Hassan et al. 2014).

Basically, ethical leadership has been discussed in different senses. Kanungo 
(2001) observed that ethical leaders involve in particular behaviors that are benefi-
cial and appreciated by their followers and they integrate moral norms into certain 
values and beliefs in public organizations (Khuntia and Suar 2004) but Brown et al. 
(2005) identified that ethical leaders keenly promote moral behaviors among their 
subordinates, provide ethical guidance, clearly communicate ethical standards and 
provide a clear sense of accountability towards ethical and unethical conduct.

On the other hand, many scholars seek to describe how some leaders success-
fully tackle the complex situations in organizations to meet the expectations for both 
legal and ethical standards. Hence, ethical leadership involves in both traits and 
manners of the leader (such as honesty, well caring, fair decision making, etc.) and 
also engaged in moral aspects that encourage employees’ ethical behaviors along 
with offering rewards and punishment with respect to their behavior. Ethical lead-
ers are legitimate and credible role models for their subordinates, exhibit appropri-
ate behaviors and treat their followers with respect and consideration (Brown and 
Treviño 2006).

Although leadership has long been studied regarding ethics (Barnard 1938) how-
ever in the last decade ethical leadership is considered as a distinct type of leader-
ship (Brown et al. 2005). The recent increase in ethical leadership research proves 
its usefulness and application in different ways. For instance, ethical leadership has 
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a positive relation with the leader’s integrity, idealized influence, consideration and 
fairness (Miao et  al. 2013; Okan and Akyüz 2015). Consistent with Brown et  al. 
(2005), ethical leadership prophesies some of employees’ job outcomes such as 
leader’s effectiveness, satisfaction, keenness to put extra job effort and more impor-
tantly willingness to report ethical problems while Neubert et al. (2009) confirmed 
that ethical leadership along with interactional justice promotes followers’ percep-
tions towards ethical climate. The main concern of previous studies has been only 
to examine the direct effect of ethical leadership with only a couple of researches 
investigate different mechanisms that connect ethical behaviors with employee out-
comes such as psychological empowerment (Avey et  al. 2012). Therefore, in this 
paper, we develop a theoretical and empirical mechanism to explore the mediating 
effect associated with several ethical leadership outcomes (Fig. 1).

1.1.2 � Effect of ethical leadership on affective commitment and job satisfaction

Besides a willingness to report unethical conduct of employees, ethical leader-
ship can affect followers’ attitudes and behaviors in a positive way. As Brown et al. 
(2005) advocated that ethical leaders have a certain impact on employees’ commit-
ment to their organization. Generally, commitment refers to the degree of employ-
ees’ involvement, identification and emotional attachment with the organization 
(Meyer and Allen 1991) as it exhibits allegiance with organizational values as well 
as inner satisfaction (Meyer and Allen 1991). Furthermore, organizational commit-
ment is as important as it reduces employees’ turnover intention enhances work per-
formance as well as organizational citizenship behavior (Meyer et al. 2002).

As stated ethical leadership can influence employees’ commitment toward their job 
in public organizations (Blau 1964) and the relationship between ethical leaders and 
subordinates become strong under social exchanges rather than economic; as these 
exchanges concern with reciprocal affection and trust while economic exchanges are 
impersonal in nature (Brown and Treviño 2006). Ethical leaders can establish a better 

Ethical 
Leadership

Affective 
Commitment

Job 
Satisfaction

Psychological 
Empowerment

Fig. 1   Conceptual framework that illustrate different relationships that are examined in this study
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relationship as they are more trustworthy, take much care of subordinates and make 
fair decisions. Through this way, they enhance more loyalty and commitment among 
employees. In line with these predictions, some recent studies (Babalola et al. 2016a; 
Lam et al. 2016; Lin et al. 2017) confirmed a strong association between ethical leader-
ship and employees’ intention to stay in public sector organizations.

Leaders have the power to influence followers’ attitudes towards job (Yukl 2013). 
Leaders with high standard ethical conducts do so by the way of manifesting per-
sonal behavior and sharing moral values (Brown and Mitchell 2010). Prior research 
provides strong evidence of the relationship between ethical leadership and follow-
ers’ satisfaction with their leaders (Guchait et al. 2016) and is confirmed by (Neu-
bert et al. 2009) with three aspects.

First, ethical leaders are considered role models among followers due to their 
credibility, integrity, and care for employee well-being (Stouten et al. 2012). They 
also provide them feedback opportunities and enhance job autonomy and task sig-
nificance insights (Piccolo et al. 2010). These attributes make their personality more 
valuable and attractive (Brown and Treviño 2006). According to Dirks and Ferrin 
(2002) and Kacmar et al. (2011) employees who receive greater respect, support and 
consideration from their leaders feel more obliged in reciprocating positive attitudes 
such as job satisfaction.

Second, while making important decisions related to designing the job, perfor-
mance evaluation and promotional activities, ethical leaders treat employees fairly 
(Brown and Treviño 2006). These behaviors and attributes provoke trust and enthu-
siasm among employees and also known as major contributors to job satisfaction 
(Engelbrecht et al. 2017; Ko et al. 2018; Newman et al. 2014).

Third, ethical leadership is studied as a continuous process of moralization by 
which followers assign moral weight to the behavioral activities of their leaders and 
this can happen only if leader’s actions are associated with relevant moral founda-
tions of employees (Fehr et al. 2015). As Brown and Mitchell (2010) found value 
congruence to illustrate the influence of various ethical components associated 
with charismatic leadership on workplace deviance. In this way, charismatic lead-
ers effectively generate value congruence between themselves and subordinates by 
employing existing values or developing new values (Brown and Treviño 2009) and 
promotes job satisfaction in the workplace (Shamir et al. 1998). Based on the above 
discussion we predict:

H1  There will be a significant and positive relationship between ethical leadership 
and affective commitment.

H2  There will be a significant and positive relationship between ethical leadership 
and job satisfaction.

1.1.3 � Effect of psychological empowerment on affective commitment and job 
satisfaction

Different approaches of empowerment have caused in several ambiguities regard-
ing the specific type of the empowerment concepts. According to Menon (2001) 
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empowerment can be distinguished from a structural empowerment approach to a 
motivational empowerment approach. Structural empowerment approach involves 
in bestowing the power or authority of decision making to other organizational 
members (Thorlakson and Murray 1996). Earlier, this approach is considered as a 
traditional approach since it emphasizes the actions of the power holding person-
nel who delegates some extent of autonomy to their subordinates having inadequate 
authority.

On the other hand, the motivational approach is incorporated as psychologically 
enabled empowerment and it emphasizes on the cognition of the employees who 
have some influence or authority; in other words, individual’s psychological state 
or the internal process (Liu et al. 2017). Numerous studies have demonstrated that 
employees’ level of perception positively mediates the relationship between worker’s 
performance and management activities (Behling and McFillen 1996; Mccann et al. 
2006). This resulted in developing a better research awareness in basic cognitive as 
well as psychological states of motivational empowerment approach. Such kind of 
empowerment approach was also discussed by Conger and Kanungo (1988), who 
outlined it as an efficient process of enhancing the emotions of individuals towards 
self-efficacy. In accordance with Bandura (1989), self-efficacy comprises individu-
al’s beliefs with capabilities or competencies to drive the cognitive resources, set of 
actions and inner motivation required to meet particular situational demands.

Based on the research of Conger and Kanungo (1998), another study is presented 
by Thomas and Velthouse (1990) with more complicated cognitive empowerment 
model in which self-efficacy is considered the only one factor of individual’s experi-
ence about empowerment. In accordance with these researchers, empowerment is 
based on changes in four cognitive factors which are used to shape employee moti-
vational levels: impact (in a sense of individuals believes to enthuse others at work), 
self-determination (in other words autonomy or having choice or power to initiate 
and regulate actions), meaning (the value of worker’s goal achievement with relation 
to predetermined standards or criterions) and competency (identical with Conger 
and Kanungo’s views about self-efficacy). The term ‘psychological empowerment’ 
was Initially coined by Spreitzer (1995a) who defined it as intensified intrinsic moti-
vation, derived from four cognitive factors pre-discussed by Thomas and Velthouse 
(1990).

All certain cognitive states associated with psychological empowerment has a 
significant and positive relationship with employees’ affective organizational com-
mitment (Sigler 1997). Affective commitment normally reflects a greater relation-
ship between employees and the organization as compared to normative and con-
tinuance commitment since continuance commitment mostly deals with financial 
needs of individuals and normative commitment focuses on essential behaviors of 
employees use to stay committed with the organization (Koberg et al. 1999; Meyer 
and Allen 1991).

Mento et al. (1980) claimed that a sense of having value in the job highly con-
tributes toward affective commitment and the theoretical background of this rela-
tionship is also examined by different theorists (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005). 
These relationships are changed into trust, loyalty and mutual concerns over the 
time and it is possible only if both leader and subordinate follow certain norms and 
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rules particularly reciprocity norm which is related to cultural obligation. Reciproc-
ity norm is described by Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) as “a norm that explains 
how one should behave and those who follow these norms are obligated to behave 
reciprocally” (p. 877). Most exchange relationships are founded when leaders pro-
vide full support to their followers and take much care of them. Furthermore, these 
relationships lead to valuable work behaviors likes commitment to the organization 
(Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005).

Several researchers have demonstrated that empowerment stimulates employees’ 
work attitudes including employees’ job satisfaction and commitment (Esmaeili-
far et al. 2018; Liden et al. 2000; Spreitzer 1995b). Job satisfaction is also consid-
ered as a sequel of psychological empowerment (Seibert et al. 2004; Spreitzer et al. 
1997) while some recent studies confirm positive relationship and strong correla-
tions between job satisfaction and all four aspects of psychological empowerment 
(Aydogmus et al. 2017; Barroso Castro et al. 2008; Boamah et al. 2017; Jordan et al. 
2017).

The worth of a suitable job for an individual’s satisfaction has been discussed 
by theorists (Hackman and Oldham 1980). They argued that employees with higher 
perception towards their work feel higher job satisfaction than employees who 
feel their jobs less valuable. This theory further reveals that employees with high 
confidence towards their success are much happier than employees who have low 
confidence level and also have fear to fail (Martinko and Gardner 1982). Value 
and decision-making autonomy provide a sense of control to employees over their 
jobs resulting in more satisfaction as they have high motivation to do more work 
by themselves than to other workers (Thomas and Tymon 1994). Ashforth (1989)
argues that employees who have a direct impact and involvement in the outcomes 
of an organization have greater job satisfaction. With the help of these arguments, 
it could be assumed that psychological empowerment has a significant effect on job 
satisfaction and affective commitment to the organization in presence of reciproca-
tion. Based on the above theoretical and empirical evidence we predict:

H3  There will be a significant and positive relationship between psychological 
empowerment and affective commitment.

H4  There will be a significant and positive relationship between psychological 
empowerment and job satisfaction.

1.1.4 � Mediating effect of psychological empowerment

The theoretical evidence of psychological empowerment related to employees’ 
attitudes is relatively based on employees’ needs that are fulfilled by getting more 
empowered. As mentioned earlier, ethical leaders are likely to foster psychological 
empowerment in a sense of fairness, equity and accountability in dealings with their 
followers and expect similar behaviors from them.

According to Liden et  al. (2000), psychological empowerment is considered as 
the key element that distinguishes ethical leadership behaviors from other leadership 
styles. It involves delegating the responsibilities to subordinates and also enhances 
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their abilities to believe in themselves in generating creative and unique ideas. 
Ethical leaders give more importance to proactivity and self-determination of their 
subordinates in a way of more empowerment rather than control (Walumbwa and 
Schaubroeck 2009).

Ethical leaders formulate ultimate objectives that provide a sense of empower-
ment and serve to motivate employees who engaged with these objectives (Kanungo 
and Mendonca 1996). As stated by Burke (1986) leaders inspire and empower their 
subordinates through the provision of clear direction towards worthwhile and mean-
ingful purpose whereas ethical leaders empower subordinates by provoking enthusi-
asm towards goal achievement and by providing challenge and value in their work 
(Menon 2001; Yukl and Van Fleet 1992).

Along with the communication of inspirational and valuable goals, ethical leaders 
also prefer several cognitive states related to empowerment by articulating self-con-
fidence with their capabilities to convey and achieve high work performance at work 
(Burke 1986; Shamir et  al. 1998). Such inspiring enthusiasm increases perceived 
competency (Menon 2001) and self-efficacy level (Conger and Kanungo 1988)—
both of them are critical and essential for psychological empowerment. Thomas and 
Velthouse (1990) confirmed that empowerment plays an important role in improving 
more concentration, creativity, resilience, satisfaction and greater commitment to 
the organization among employees. Numerous studies have found a positive associa-
tion among ethical leadership and all dimensions empowerment relevant to employ-
ees’ outcomes (Avey et al. 2011, 2012; Bouckenooghe et al. 2015; Zhu 2008).

Similarly, Avolio et  al. (2004) and Aydogmus et  al. (2017) found a complete 
mediating influence of psychological empowerment between transformational lead-
ership and employees’ commitment and job satisfaction respectively while Huang 
et al. (2006) found partial mediation in their study of participative leadership. Seib-
ert et al. (2004) confirmed the mediating effect of psychological empowerment (PE) 
between empowering climate and job performance. Furthermore, Zhu (2008) and 
Dust et al. (2018) used psychological empowerment as a potential mediator between 
ethical leadership and employee moral identity and employee success. Based on the 
above evidence we suppose:

H5  The relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment will be 
positively mediated by psychological empowerment.

H6  The relationship between ethical leadership and job satisfaction among employ-
ees will be positively mediated by psychological empowerment.

2 � Method

2.1 � Participants and procedure

The data for the present research was obtained through a structured question-
naire from government employees working in various public sector organizations 
in China. Based on the recommendations of Brislin (1993) the original survey 
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questionnaire was translated from English to the Chinese language before distribu-
tion. To avoid any ambiguity, all participants were communicated directly instead of 
their organization and their secrecy was also assured. From the database of the Zhe-
jiang University of China, 1000 alumni who obtained their Master of Public Admin-
istration degree from School of Public Affairs were contacted through email to take 
part in this study. After their participation desirability, an online survey link was sent 
to them in three separate waves in 8 weeks gap from November to December 2016. 
These steps were taken to reduce common method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2003). 
In the first wave, employees were asked to provide their demographic (including 
control variables e.g. age, gender, education, tenure) details and rate ethical lead-
ership behavior of their current supervisor. In second wave data on psychological 
empowerment was obtained while in the third wave they evaluated employees’ work 
attitudes such as commitment to organization and job satisfaction. In order to reduce 
the impact of common method bias, which may arise due to a common method uti-
lized for data collection, Harman’s one-factor test was conducted. The highest vari-
ance explained for all the three constructs was 37.84% (approx. 38%), indicating no 
common method bias in our results. In addition, to capture the common variance 
among all the hypothesized constructs, the common latent factor (CLF) test was 
conducted as suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003).

A total number of 467 employees responded to surveys conducted in all three 
waves with the response rate of 46.7% approximately. Male participants were 62.3% 
in total while 57.4% of employees were in leadership positions. About 92.6% of 
employees having age < 40 years and 75% of them had been working for < 5 years 
under their current supervisor.

2.2 � Measures

Ethical leadership: Ethical leadership was measured by using 10-items ELS devel-
oped by Brown et  al. (2005). Followers were required to evaluate supervisor’s 
behavior using 5-point Likert type scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly dis-
agree. The validity of this scale is widely proved in several studies across the globe 
(Engelbrecht et al. 2017; Ko et al. 2018; Wang et al. 2017). Example item for this 
study included: “My supervisor conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner”. 
The Cronbach’s alpha is noted 0.93 for this scale.

Psychological empowerment: The evaluation of psychological empowerment was 
based on a 12-items four-dimensional empowerment scale developed by Spreitzer 
(1995b). This scale is widely adopted in recent studies (Ahmad and Gao 2018; Dust 
et al. 2018). All items were rated by a five-point Likert scale where 5 is for “strongly 
agree” and 1 is for “strongly disagree”. Example questions for each of four dimen-
sions are: “My job activities are personally meaningful to me” (meaning or value), 
“I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job” (self-determination 
or autonomy), “I have significant influence over what happens in my department” 
(impact or influence) and “I am self-assured about my capabilities to perform my 
work activities” (competency). Individual reliability of each dimension ranged from 
0.78 to 0.87. Overall Cronbach’s alpha for psychological empowerment is 0.83.
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Affective commitment: Affective commitment was measured by using a 6-items 
scale established by Meyer et al. (1993). This scale is widely used in several stud-
ies and valid for measuring the required results (Dawson et al. 2015; Dhar 2015). 
Employees were asked to evaluate affective commitment on a 5-point Likert scale 
where (“1 = strongly disagree”) and (“5 = strongly agree”). A sample question is: “I 
would be happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization.” Cronbach’s 
alpha for affective commitment scale is 0.93.

job satisfaction: Cammann et al.’s (1983) 3-item measurement scale was used to 
evaluate job satisfaction in this study. Harari et al. (2018) and Guchait et al. (2016) 
validated this scale in their studies. Employees were solicited to rate their level of 
job satisfaction by using a 5-point Likert type scale (where 5 shows “strongly agree” 
and 1 shows “strongly disagree”). A sample item is: “all in all, I am satisfied with 
my job”. Cronbach’s Alpha is noted 0.86 for this scale.

2.3 � Control variables

This study contains four control variables including; gender, age, education and ten-
ure. We measured for employees’ gender as (1 = “male” and 0 = “female”), age is 
measured through categorical variables as (1 = “21–25  years”, 2 = “26–30  years”, 
3 = “31–35  years”, 4 = “36–40  years”, 5 = “41–45  years”, 6 = “46–50  years”, 
7 = “51–55  years”, 8 = “56–60  years”), education as (1 = “masters” and 2 = “doc-
toral”) and working tenure with current supervisor is measured by following cat-
egories (1 = “1–2  years”, 2 = “3–5  years”, 3 = “6–10  years”, 4 = “11–13  years”, 
5 = “14–17 years”, and 6 = “18–20 years”).

2.4 � Data analysis and results

For analyzing data and results SPSS and AMOS 23.0 were used as a statistical tool. 
Descriptive statistics, means, standard deviations (SD) and Pearson’s correlations of 
all variables are shown in Table 1. The results show significant and positive correla-
tions among all the presumed constructs. Based on exploratory factor analysis of 
ethical leadership we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and used the 
maximum likelihood estimate. Goodness of fit indices of CFA results are presented 
in Table 2 where the values of Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 0.908, Standardized 
Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.038, Normed Fit Index (NFI) = 0.924, 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.031, Comparative Fit 
Index (CFI) = 0.985, Relative Fit Index (RFI) = 0.909, Incremental Fit Measures 
(IFI) = 0.985 and Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.982. All these values surpassed the 
good fit criteria in which Bentler and Bonett (1980) suggested χ2/d.f. should not 
exceed 3, while estimates for NFI and CFI should be equal or above 0.9 for a good 
fit. Regarding the estimates for GFI and AGFI, Seyal et al. (2002) and Dhar (2016) 
suggested estimates above the recommended value of 0.8 as a good fit.

The convergent validity of the variables was evaluated by examining the fac-
tor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliabilities (CR) 
which are shown in Table  3. The composite reliabilities ensured the minimum 
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cutoff at 0.60 (Bagozzi and Yi 1988), while the estimates for the AVE crossed 
the threshold of 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker 1981). As per the recommendations of 
Hair (2010), factor loadings above 0.5 are considered significant, thus the load-
ings provided a significant contribution for each construct. Hence, the measures 
did not have any issue regarding the convergent validity. As shown in Table  3, 
Cronbach’s α were all above 0.70 (Nunnally and Bernstein 2010), representing 
higher internal consistency and validity of the constructs.

To check the discriminant validity, AVE estimates were compared with the 
squared values of correlation between the constructs. As shown in Table  4, all 
the AVE values were greater than the squared correlations, thus the model fits 
the criteria for discriminant validity (Shaffer et  al. 2016). Measurement models 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics

EL, Ethical leadership; COM, Affective commitment; JS, Job satisfaction; INF, Influence; AUT​, Auton-
omy; VAL, Value; CMP, Competency
Significance at **p < 0.01

N = 467 Mean SD Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. EL 3.69 0.82 –
2. COM 3.33 1.06 0.57** –
3. JS 3.55 1.01 0.25** 0.42** –
4. INF 2.99 1.12 0.23** 0.36** 0.40** –
5. AUT​ 3.33 0.99 0.36** 0.35** 0.60** 0.33** –
6. VAL 3.68 0.88 0.52** 0.22** 0.47** 0.23** 0.28** –
7. CMP 4.15 0.69 0.33** 0.42** 0.46** 0.36** 0.26** 0.27** –

Table 2   Goodness of fit 
statistics

CFA goodness of fit indices

Chi square (χ2) 306.183
Degree of Freedom 249
Normed Chi Square (CMIN/DF) 1.230
Absolute fit measures
Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) 0.908
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) 0.862
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) 0.038
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 0.031
Normed Fit Index (NFI) 0.924
Relative Fit Index (RFI) 0.909
Incremental Fit Measures (IFI) 0.985
Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI) 0.982
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.985
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(Table 5(a) and (b)) further validate construct validity as recommended by Bar-
roso Castro et al. (2008).

2.5 � Hypothesis testing

In order to test the hypotheses, we used a full structural equation model using maxi-
mum likelihood estimation in AMOS software. Although hypotheses 1–4 are con-
firmed through correlations (shown in Table  1) as well as regression coefficients 
(shown in Table 6). Since hypothesis 1 predicted there will be a significant and posi-
tive relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment. As evident in 
Tables 1 and 6, we found support for Hypothesis 1 (standardized β = 0.43, t = 8.43, 
p < 0.01). Hypothesis 2 predicted there will be a significant and positive relationship 
between ethical leadership and job satisfaction. We found support for Hypothesis 2 
(standardized β = 0.33, t = 6.88, p < 0.01). Hypothesis 3 predicted there will be a sig-
nificant and positive relationship between psychological empowerment and affective 
commitment. We found support for Hypothesis 3 (standardized β = 0.51, t = 9.62, 
p < 0.01). Hypothesis 4 predicted there will be a significant and positive relationship 
between psychological empowerment and job satisfaction. As evidenced in Table 6 
we found support for Hypothesis 4 (standardized β = 0.39, t = 8.13, p < 0.01).

For testing Hypotheses 5 and 6 which are about the mediation effects of psycho-
logical empowerment between ethical leadership and affective commitment and job 
satisfaction, we choose two procedures recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986) 
and James et al. (2006).

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) research concerned with regression weights and cor-
relation of studied variable and for full mediation support four criterion should be 
met. First, the independent variable (ethical leadership) should have a significant 
relationship with a mediator (psychological empowerment). Second, ethical leader-
ship should have a significant relationship with dependent variables (affective com-
mitment and job satisfaction). Third, the mediator should be significantly related to 

Table 4   Discriminant validity

Bold values are greater than the squared correlations and show discriminant validity
EL, Ethical leadership; COM, Affective commitment; JS, Job satisfaction; INF, Influence; AUT​, Auton-
omy; VAL, Value; CMP, Competency
Significance at ***p < 0.001 and **p < 0.01

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. EL 0.803
2. COM 0.604*** 0.829
3. JS 0.313*** 0.505*** 0.820
4. INF 0.261*** 0.444*** 0.405*** 0.836
5. AUT​ 0.400*** 0.668*** 0.393*** 0.414*** 0.810
6. VAL 0.601*** 0.520*** 0.268** 0.270** 0.342*** 0.703
7. CMP 0.360*** 0.524*** 0.480*** 0.418*** 0.291*** 0.329*** 0.799
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Table 5   Measurement model for (a) independent (ethical leadership) and dependent variables (affective 
commitment and job satisfaction), (b) mediator (psychological empowerment)

EL, Ethical leadership; COM, Affective commitment; JS, Job satisfaction; INF, Influence; AUT​, Auton-
omy; VAL, Value; CMP, Competency

Indicators Leadership Affective commitment Job satisfaction

Standardized 
regression 
weights

t R2 Standardized 
regression 
weights

t R2 Standardized 
regression 
weights

t R2

(a)
EL1 0.857 Fixed 0.734
EL2 0.837 16.795 0.701
EL3 0.766 14.202 0.587
EL4 0.760 14.010 0.578
EL5 0.811 15.551 0.658
EL6 0.831 16.322 0.691
EL7 0.851 17.206 0.724
EL8 0.794 15.192 0.631
EL9 0.764 14.170 0.584
EL10 0.753 13.824 0.567
COM1 0.859 Fixed 0.778
COM2 0.879 18.039 0.773
COM3 0.898 18.839 0.806
COM4 0.836 16.407 0.699
COM5 0.728 13.148 0.530
COM6 0.762 14.057 0.581
JS1 0.875 Fixed 0.766
JS2 0.784 13.061 0.615
JS3 0.799 13.423 0.638

Indica-
tors

Psychological empowerment

Influence Autonomy Value Competency

Stand. 
Regres. 
weights

t R2 Stand. 
Regres. 
weights

t R2 Stand. 
Regres. 
weights

t R2 Stand. 
Regres. 
weights

t R2

(b)
INF1 0.838 Fixed 0.702
INF2 0.777 13.096 0.604
INF3 0.890 14.750 0.792
AUT1 0.813 Fixed 0.661
AUT2 0.696 11.039 0.485
AUT3 0.907 14.135 0.823
VAL1 0.739 Fixed 0.546
VAL2 0.620 7.668 0.384
VAL3 0.744 8.966 0.554
CMP1 0.768 Fixed 0.590
CMP2 0.758 11.114 0.575
CMP3 0.865 12.249 0.748
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dependent variables. Finally, the direct relationship between independent variables 
and dependent variables must be insignificant in the presence of a mediator in the 
regression equation.

Although the mediation for the present study is proved with the help of Baron 
and Kenny’s recommendations yet James and Brett (1984) suggested to adopt con-
firmatory approaches like structural equation modeling (SEM) to test mediation as 
Baron and Kenny’s (1986) model is believed as theoretical or contributory media-
tion model. The basic difference between SEM techniques and Baron and Kenny’s 
method is that SEM uses a parsimonious principle for full mediation while Baron 
and Kenny’s technique is used for partial mediation only.

Furthermore, James et  al. (2006) have suggested another two-step approach to 
test mediation. Actually, this approach is also based on SEM and Baron and Kenny’s 
strategy. First, it should be confirmed whether hypothesized mediation is partial or 
full. For this purpose, previous studies and theories are hoped to provide a sufficient 
base-line in determining partial or full mediation. If these theories or studies provide 
insufficient evidence for partial or full mediation then it is recommended to choose 
a parsimonious model to test full mediation as it can be rejected easily in sciences 
(Mulaik 2001).

Secondly, when the mediation is confirmed then it is suggested to test it using 
structural equation modeling (SEM) approach. With the recommendations of Wang 
et al. (2005), we made four nested models and compare them (as shown in Table 7).

Model (A) is a hypothesized one having direct paths from ethical leadership 
(independent variable) to employees’ affective commitment and job satisfaction 
(dependent variables). Besides, this model is compared with three other models. 
Model (B) integrated no direct path from ethical leadership to outcome variables, 
Model (C) integrated a direct path from ethical leadership to job satisfaction, and 

Table 6   Regression coefficients (β) for direct relationships of ethical leadership and psychological 
empowerment with affective commitment and job satisfaction for testing Hypotheses 1–4

Path Standardized β SE t Significance

Ethical leadership → Affective commitment 0.43 0.051 8.43 < 0.01 (**)
Ethical leadership → Job satisfaction 0.33 0.048 6.88 < 0.01 (**)
Psychological empowerment → Affective commitment 0.51 0.053 9.62 < 0.01 (**)
Psychological empowerment → Job satisfaction 0.39 0.048 8.13 < 0.01 (**)

Table 7   Comparison of structural equation models

EL, Ethical Leadership; PE, Psychological Empowerment; JS, Job Satisfaction; COM, Affective Com-
mitment

Models and structure χ2 df Δ χ2 CFI TLI RMSEA

A. Hypothesized model 344.61 261 – 0.974 0.970 0.041
B. EL → PE → JS + COM 344.53 260 0.08 0.975 0.971 0.039
C. EL → PE → JS + COM and EL JS 344.26 260 0.35 0.976 0.972 0.039
D. EL → PE → JS + COM and EL COM 344.47 259 0.14 0.977 0.973 0.038
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Model (D) integrated direct path of ethical leadership to affective commitment. It 
is shown in Table 7 that Chi square difference is not significant while comparing 
the hypothesized model (A) to all other models. This provides that Model (A) is the 
best-fitted model and evidence of mediation.

Moreover, Fig.  2 illustrates the SEM results where path from ethical leader-
ship to psychological empowerment is significant (β = 0.39; p < 0.01) while paths 
from psychological empowerment to affective commitment (β = 0.63; p < 0.01) and 
to job satisfaction (β = 0.43; p < 0.01) are also significant and shows positive and 
strong relationships. It is evident from Fig. 2 that the direct path from ethical leader-
ship to affective commitment (β = 0.13, p > 0.05) is insignificant and confirms full 
mediation while the direct path from ethical leadership to job satisfaction (β = 0.19, 
p < 0.05) is significant and proves partial mediation.

In line with the above evidence, we performed percentile bootstrapping and bias-
corrected bootstrapping at 95% confidence interval with 5000 bootstrap sample 
(Arnold et al. 2015) to test full or partial mediation. We calculated the confidence 
of interval of the lower and upper bounds to test the significance of indirect effects 
as recommended by Preacher and Hayes (2008). As seen in Table 8, we found that 
the indirect effects of psychological empowerment on affective commitment (stand-
ardized β = 0.25, p < 0.01, Z = 5.03) and job satisfaction (standardized β = 0.17, 
p < 0.01, Z = 3.42) are significant. The direct relationship between ethical leadership 

Affective 
Commitment

Influence Autonomy Competency

Ethical 
Leadership

Psychological 
Empowerment

Job 
Satisfaction

0.54

Age

0.43
0.46

0.48

Gender Tenure

Value

Educa�on

0.13 NS

Fig. 2   SEM modeling showing mediating effects. Significance at **p < 0.01 and *p < 0.05; NS Non Sig-
nificant
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and affective commitment (β = 0.13, p = 0.33 and Z = 1.63) is not significant and 
supported Hypothesis 5 with full mediation and the direct relationship between ethi-
cal leadership and job satisfaction (β = 0.10, p < 0.05 and Z = 2.72) is significant and 
supported Hypothesis 6 with partial mediation.

3 � Discussion

The main aim of this research was to investigate the theoretical and empirical 
relationships between ethical leadership and employees’ work-related attitudes 
with respect to affective commitment and job satisfaction in the presence of psy-
chological empowerment as a mediator among Chinese public sector employees. 
Our findings also confirm previous studies in which mediating mechanisms of 
psychological empowerment between ethical leadership and employees’ work 
attitudes were explored (Dust et al. 2018; Zhu 2008). It has been confirmed that 
employees who have inspirational feelings towards an attractive goal and expe-
riencing a sense of control (influence and worth) possess a higher level of job 
satisfaction and commitment to the organization. These facts identify positive 
links between psychological empowerment and followers’ job satisfaction and 

Table 8   Bootstrapping results for standardized direct, indirect and total effects of the hypothesized model

EL, Ethical Leadership; COM, Affective Commitment; JS, Job Satisfaction; PE, Psychological Empow-
erment
Significance: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

β SE Z Bootstrapping

95% CI Bias-corrected 
95% CI

Two-tailed 
signifi-
cance

LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI

Standardized direct effects
EL → COM 0.13 0.08 1.63 − 0.17 0.23 − 0.15 0.22 0.12
EL → JS 0.19 0.07 2.72 0.18 0.31 0.18 0.31 0.02 (*)
EL → PE 0.39 0.06 6.51 0.19 0.47 0.19 0.47 0.00 (**)
PE → COM 0.63 0.05 12.62 0.45 0.69 0.45 0.68 0.00 (**)
PE → JS 0.43 0.07 6.15 0.26 0.61 0.26 0.61 0.00 (**)
Standardized indirect effects
EL → PE → COM 0.25 0.05 5.03 0.21 0.53 0.21 0.53 0.00 (**)
EL → PE → JS 0.17 0.05 3.42 0.07 0.30 0.07 0.30 0.00 (**)
Standardized total effects
EL → COM 0.38 0.05 7.62 0.31 0.65 0.30 0.65 0.00 (**)
EL → JS 0.36 0.07 5.14 0.08 0.38 0.08 0.37 0.00 (**)
EL → PE 0.39 0.06 6.51 0.19 0.47 0.19 0.47 0.00 (**)
PE → COM 0.63 0.05 12.62 0.45 0.69 0.45 0.68 0.00 (**)
PE → JS 0.43 0.07 6.15 0.26 0.61 0.26 0.61 0.00 (**)
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commitment (Aydogmus et al. 2017; Chen 2017; Jordan et al. 2017). Employees 
with greater insight of empowerment in a sense of influence, self-determination, 
value, and self-efficacy are more satisfied and committed to their organization.

The mediating effect of psychological empowerment on the relationship 
between ethical leadership and employees work attitudes is our main finding. 
Leaders who want to improve commitment and job satisfaction among employ-
ees must be capable to communicate eagerness towards organizational objec-
tives and create a sense of perceived control in terms of self-determination and 
self-efficacy.

Prior research has found that how ethical leaders provide meaning to employ-
ees’ work by developing inspirational goals and getting their attention towards 
the attainment of those objectives (Wang et al. 2017). Additionally, these leaders 
inspire employees’ feeling for competency, influence, meaningfulness, and self-
determination by emotional attachment (Avey et al. 2012; Zhu 2008). However, 
leaders also have supportive behaviors that are related to different cognitive 
states of psychological empowerment especially with perceived control (Avolio 
et al. 2004). Employees who have a perception of empowerment (with a strong 
sense of control and energy with respect to their jobs) feel more effectively com-
mitted to the organization that brings them this sense of power.

3.1 � Theoretical implications

Findings of our study suggest some important theoretical implications for ethi-
cal leadership literature. First, by examining the mediating role of psychological 
empowerment in the association between ethical leadership and followers’ atti-
tudes (affective commitment and job satisfaction), our study contributes to bet-
ter understanding of the underlying mechanism through which ethical leadership 
relates to these attitudes. The findings of our study identify that leaders boost 
the employees feeling of psychological empowerment by exhibiting ethical 
leadership behaviors, which ultimately leads to enhanced satisfaction level and 
organizational commitment in them. Our findings confirm the existing evidence 
which suggested that employee psychological empowerment serves as an impor-
tant motivational resource which enables employees to be extra committed and 
satisfied with their work (Aydogmus et al. 2017; Chen 2017). Moreover, examin-
ing employee psychological empowerment as a mediator helps us better under-
stand how and why ethical leadership can enhance employee work behaviors.

Secondly, this study was conducted in a developing country “China” which is 
a collectivistic nation and have the different political and cultural environment as 
compared to other Asian and western nations and is a very unique area for this 
research. To date, very few empirical studies have examined ethical leadership 
behavior and its effects on employee outcomes in the Chinese context. Interest-
ingly, the results from this study posit that ethical leadership can be effective in 
organizations within a country having such a unique environment. These find-
ings show that ethical leadership can be beneficial across different cultures.
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3.2 � Practical implication

This research also has a number of practical implications. First, our study confirmed 
that ethical leadership is effective in enhancing employees’ job satisfaction level and 
commitment to their organization, which also suggests that ethical leadership role is 
crucial in providing proper guideline by which employees feel more encouraged to 
involve in their work.

Second, as this study demonstrates that ethical leadership has the indirect effect 
on follower outcomes in the presentence of psychological empowerment, therefore, 
it is proposed that organizations and leaders should establish such conditions through 
which they are able to enhance followers’ perceptions of psychological empower-
ment. Provided that, we recommend that organizations should design empowerment 
training programs to help the employees exhibit their maximum potential (Ahmad 
and Gao 2018).

Third, as ethical leadership has positive influences on follower outcomes, there-
fore, organizations need to promote moral behaviors both in subordinates and their 
supervisor. For example, organizations can hire and develop those leaders who have 
a sense of ethical conducts in their vision. The organizations can also invest in man-
agement training programs focusing on both leaders’ and employees’ ethical behav-
ior (Babalola et al. 2016b).

Another possible way to encourage ethical behavior among employees in the 
organizations can be through making it part of the in-role job requirement. When 
the display of such behaviors is formally rewardable or punishable, employees (both 
leaders and subordinates) will feel more obligated to perform them. In short, though 
having ethical leadership in organizations is not an easy task (Den Hartog 2015), 
organizations need to provide education to their employees, especially top-order 
leadership and supervisors about the worth of ethical behavior in the organization to 
get positive organizational outcomes.

3.3 � Study limitations and suggestions for future research

As with all research the findings of present research need to be viewed in light of 
its limitations. First, the data used for this study collected from a single source and 
may cause the possibility of common method bias (CMB) (Podsakoff et al. 2012). 
Even we also followed the recommendations of Podsakoff et  al. (2003) for over-
coming the possibility of CMB by administering the survey in three different waves, 
assuring confidentiality of responses and randomly ordering the items within each 
survey. We also performed Harman’s single factor test and common latent factor 
(CLF) technique to confirm that CMB had not significantly affected the results of 
the study. We do, however, acknowledge that in order to definitively rule out the 
potential problems caused by CMB, future research should utilize other rated meas-
ures of employee behaviors.

Second, since our study respondents were public sector employees of China, 
there would be worth in future research validating whether these findings are 
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generalizable to other industrial and cultural contexts. More specifically, compara-
tive research would be valuable that is being conducted in western nations, which 
are less relationship oriented and more individualistic than the Chinese culture, to 
estimate to what extent the findings of the present study are culturally influenced.

Third, the fact that study participants were recruited from an alumni database 
brings into question the extent to which their views represent those of others in the 
organization’s participants were employed in. However, given the sensitive setting 
of our research, the Chinese public sector, and the sensitive nature of the questions 
related to ethical leadership and psychological empowerment, we feel contacting the 
participants directly allowed us to reduce social desirability bias, given the organiza-
tions in which the participants were employed were not involved in the process of 
data collection.

Finally, although the focus of our study was on ethical leadership, we might also 
expect psychological empowerment to accentuate the positive influence of other 
leadership styles such as entrepreneurial and authentic leadership (Renko et  al. 
2015) on employee attitudes, given that such leadership styles also engage supervi-
sors’ role modeling expected behavior and would be another interesting and fruitful 
area for future research.

4 � Conclusion

To conclude, this paper examined the relationship between ethical leadership and 
employees’ affective commitment and job satisfaction, and the mediating role of 
psychological empowerment. We found that psychological empowerment strongly 
mediated the impact of ethical leadership on affective commitment and partially 
mediated the relationship with employees’ job satisfaction. By the way of empow-
ering followers, ethical leaders may enhance their level of satisfaction and greater 
commitment to the organization. Taken together, these findings provide greater 
insight into ethical leadership research and suggest several steps by which ethical 
behaviors can be promoted in public organizations. Although our study is limited, 
we hope it will provide a strong baseline for future research.
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