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Abstract 

This study explored how ethical leadership affects employees’ proactive work behavior. We proposed 

psychological safety as a mediator and Chinese traditionality as a moderator in the effects of superiors’ 

ethical leadership on employees’ proactive work behavior. Using matched questionnaire data of 203 

supervisor–subordinate dyads from 69 teams, we found the following: (1) ethical leadership is associated 

positively with (a) psychological safety and (b) proactive work behavior; (2) psychological safety mediates 

the positive impact of ethical leadership on proactive work behavior; and (3) for those subordinates with 

low Chinese traditionality, ethical leadership and proactive work behavior have a stronger relationship. 

The implications and limitations of these findings are also discussed. 
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I. INTRODUCTION

Numerous business scandals prompt people to reflect on ethical issues and the social responsibility of 

companies. In this social context, ethical leadership (EL) has received increasing attention. Many studies 

on EL have examined its impact on employees’ ethical conduct and unethical conduct [1-2]; however, only 

a few have focused on EL effects on employees’ proactive work behaviors (PWBs). PWBs are a set of 

work behaviors, such as voice behavior [3], problem prevention behavior [4], individual innovation 

behavior [5] and so on. Employees’ PWBs are very important [6] and beneficial to the organization and its 

individuals. This raises the question: does EL improve employees’ PWBs? This is the first goal to be 

solved in this study. 

PWBs present a double-edged sword. For employees, to engage in PWBs means taking risks, such as 

making suggestions to one’s boss that may offend, or the adopting a new working method that may bring 

unexpected consequences. Therefore, the second goal is to reveal the psychological mechanism of 

employees that engage in PWBs. 

This study was conducted on full-time staff in Chinese companies, where Chinese traditionality (CT) is 

an important social and cultural feature. In China, CT means respect for authority [7-8]. Therefore, for 

Chinese subordinates who hold more traditional values, we explore whether they will engage in more 
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PWBs when their leaders are ethical. The introduction of the CT variable may help us understand the 

boundary conditions of EL impact on employees’ PWBs. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES

Supervisors’ EL helps strengthen the PS perception of subordinates. As the perception of interpersonal 

risk in a team or organization, PS is important for a person in the workplace. Leadership is one of the 

antecedents to PS [9]. Integrity, honesty, fairness, trust in subordinates, and considerate behavior are traits 

that instill trust and respect in subordinates for their leaders. A recent meta-analysis also shows that one of 

the antecedents for PS is positive leader relations [10]. EL provides a work climate of where employees 

can easily express their concerns or ideas. Since ethical leaders are always willing to listen to their 

subordinates [11], subordinates have the opportunity for upward communication with their leader. 

Two-way communication helps improve the effect of communication and eliminates misunderstandings. 

Ethical leaders exhibit a clear code of ethics, reward ethical conduct and punish unethical conduct [11], 

and speak out against inappropriate behaviors. Subordinates perceive that their behaviors will be held to 

the standards of their leaders. They believe they will be treated with dignity and respect, and that all things 

will be judged fairly and in accordance with an unambiguous code of ethics [11]; thus, subordinates will be 

confident and comfortable to go to work without such worries. Even if their risk-taking results in 

unintended consequences employees are confident that they will not be unfairly punished by ethical 

superiors [12]. Therefore, hypothesis is: 

Hypothesis 1. Perception of EL is associated with PS positively. 

We propose that supervisors’ EL facilitates subordinates’ PWBs. Leadership is an important antecedent 

variable that plays a key role in affecting employees’ PWBs [13]. PWBs indicate that an individual can 

take the initiative to create and control a work situation, identify the work environment actively, and act 

appropriately. Leaders that are good ethical role models (e.g., ethical and appropriate behavior, openness, 

trust in subordinates, consideration of and respect for subordinates, and a two-way communication style), 

instill confidence in their subordinates. Subordinates can then make suggestions to work colleagues and 

leaders voluntarily without fear of reprimand. When a leader is considered to be ethical, their subordinates 

are willing to “report problems to management” [11] and are inspired to go beyond the “call of duty” by 

their ethical leaders. Voice behavior is considered to be a constructive behavior intended to improve the 

status quo. EL can predict and improve subordinates’ voice behavior [1-2,14-15], which is a type of PWBs. 

EL improves the sense of organizational justice of employees and this, in turn, helps improve employees’ 

work engagement. When a leader is an ethical leader that treats their subordinates fairly in terms of social 

exchange [11,16], their subordinates will be productive and energetic at work, exhibit good organizational 

citizenship behavior [17,18]. The “extra-role” role is a very similar concept to PWBs and EL affects 

directly the willingness of salespeople to engage in extra-role role [19]. EL is helpful also to promote 

followers’ in-role performance [20]. Leaders are legitimate organizational agents and spokespeople, and 

ethical leaders have power over nearly all the crucial decisions involving employees, such as performance 

appraisals and the distribution of rewards. Employees have faith in their ethical leader to reward and 
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punish subordinates fairly and promptly. Subordinates know clearly that their positive effort at work pays 

off in a predictable way. Thus, aiming at getting organizational recognition, compensation, and even 

rewards, subordinates are willing to show “proactive idea implementation, proactive problem solving” 

behaviors [21]in terms of economic exchange, such as improving working procedures, adopting a more 

efficient way of working, taking action to prevent obstacles, and taking measures to improve team or 

organizational performance. Thus, it can be seen that EL can promote employees’ PWBs and may be an 

important predictor variable of employees’ PWBs, which may have a critical impact during the formation 

process of employee proactive outcomes. Therefore, we suggest the following: 

Hypothesis 2. The perception of EL is associated with PWBs positively. 

We propose PS as a mediator of superiors’ EL on their subordinates’ PWBs. A workplace of minimized 

interpersonal risk was created by EL in which subordinates can engage in their work and PWBs can be 

repeated at ease. PS is considered to be one of the necessary conditions for people to engage in their jobs 

[9-10]. EL can increase the trust of employees in their employers, which can also contribute subsequently 

to employee job engagement [22].When perceiving PS in the team or organization, negative consequences 

of PWBs need not be worried, because subordinates do that for the interests of the team or organization, 

they believe that “employees’ best interests are in ethical leaders' mind”, “will judge all things based on 

existing norms of behavior and ethical standards,” and “make fair and balanced decisions” [11],. Since 

employees’ opinions are listened to by ethical leaders [11], respect and care for their subordinates, full 

communication between the two sides can eliminate misunderstandings and disagreements. This improves 

subordinates’ PS greatly and dispels misgivings around PWBs. Subordinates believe that they are in a safe 

work environment and are, therefore, willing to articulate their ideas and solve workplace problems 

proactively. ELs make subordinates “don’t worry too much when showing oneself” [9]. EL helps 

employees engage in innovative work behavior. That is “directed toward the initiation and intentional 

introduction of new and useful ideas, processes, products, or procedures within a work role, group or 

organization” [23]. Thus, we propose that EL provides the subordinate with the work context of PS 

whereby PWBs are actioned. Therefore, the following is suggested: 

Hypothesis 3. Impact of EL on PWB is mediated positively by PS. 

We hold the opinion that CT moderates (increases) the positive relationship of EL and PWBs when 

subordinates have low CT. Some studies show that in China, CT means respect for authority [7-8]. 

Embodiment forms of CT between superior and subordinate is the traditional Chinese society’s recognition 

of the hierarchical role [7]; i.e., the junior should respect, obey and trust the senior [24]. Subordinates who 

hold more traditional values are influenced more deeply by Chinese traditional culture, where one’s 

attitudes and behaviors are predetermined by the influence of the social class role of the traditional Chinese 

society, and it is difficult for the external environment to change this. Taking into consideration the 

superiors’ rights and status, subordinates with more traditional values will abide by their social role 

obligations and obey their superior’s decisions and arrangements. Therefore, it is not easy to derive more 

PWBs from these subordinates. Conversely, subordinates with less traditional values will disregard the 
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junior/senior status difference and will follow the inducement–contribution balance, where they are more 

susceptible to the external environment, such as EL. Thus, these subordinates will exhibit more PWBs. We 

suggest the following: 

Hypothesis 4. Relationship between the perception of EL and PWBs is moderated positively by CT. 

For subordinates with low traditionality, the relationship between EL and PWB will be stronger. 

III. METHOD

3.1 Sample and Procedure 

Team samples were obtained from South China’ companies. The HR departments provided the 

employee IDs. We used the IDs to code and match the questionnaires of employees and supervisors. Each 

questionnaire was packed in an envelope with information on the research’s voluntary nature and the 

survey process. The data collection was conducted in two phases. In phase one, 276 subordinates 

completed their own PS and CT, and their supervisors’ EL evaluation data (response rate = 78.7%). One 

month later, in phase two, supervisors evaluated their subordinates’ PWBs (251 responses, response rate 

71.7%). After deleting invalid questionnaires, a final sample of 203 subordinate–supervisor dyads from 69 

teams was assembled. The average tenure was 8.17 years (s.d. = 4.49), 77.8% were 26–35-years-old, and 

55.7% were male. 

3.2 Measures 

A 5-point scale (strongly disagree = 1 and strongly agree = 5) was used to assess the questionnaire 

items. 

EL: To measure the perception of superiors’ EL, we used 10 items that were developed by Brown [11], 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.900.  

PS: Based on Kahn’s (1990) work [9], we used three items to measure subordinates’ PS. In May et al.’s 

(2004) research [25], In our study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.771. 

PWBs: We used eight items to measure subordinates’ PWB. These items were developed by Parker 

[21], Cronbach’s alpha = 0.830. 

CT: Five CT items were developed by Farh et al. [7], Cronbach’s alpha = 0.758. 

3.3 Analytical Approach 

Anderson and Gerbing’s [26] data analysis process was followed, the study variables' construct validity 

was examined. AMOS 22.0 was used to analyze the measurement model of these variables. Chi-square 
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statistics, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA were used to examine the model’s adequacy. Finally, SPSS 20.0 was used 

to conduct the descriptive statistics, correlations, and hypothesis testing.  

IV. RESULTS

4.1 Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)’s results of EL, PS, CT, and PWBs were good.4-factor model’s 

fit indices (χ
2
 = 473.68, df = 287, TLI = .90, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .06), as TABLE I shows, were better

than the alternative models. 

TABLE I. Alternative model test results 

Model χ
2

df χ
2
/df TLI CF

I 

RMSE

A 

Four-factor measurement 

model(EL,PS,T,PB) 

473.68*** 287 1.65 .90 .91 .06 

Three-factor measurement 

model(EL,PS+T,PB) 

781.02*** 296 2.64 .75 .77 .09 

Three-factor measurement 

model(EL+PS,T,PB) 

795.33*** 296 2.69 .74 .76 .09 

Three-factor measurement 

model(EL+T,PS,PB) 

846.15*** 296 2.86 .71 .74 .10 

Two-factor measurement 

model(EL+T+PS,PB) 

999.30*** 298 3.35 .64 .67 .11 

One-factor model(EL+T+PS+PB) 1412.00**

* 

299 4.72 .43 .47 .14 

EL = EL, PS = Psychological safe, T= Traditionality, PB= PWB. 

*** p<.001. 

4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics is showed in TABLE II. EL is positively associated with PWBs and PS, and PS is 

positively associated with PWBs. The correlations are consistent with our predictions and, therefore, 

provide initial support for Hypotheses 1 and 2. 

TABLE II. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.Gender .56 .50 

2.Age 2.10 .46 .09 



Forest Chemicals Review 
www.forestchemicalsreview.com 
ISSN: 1520-0191  
July-August 2022 Page No. 1165-1173 
Article History: Received: 30 March 2022, Revised: 8 April 2022, Accepted: 15 April 2022, Publication: 30 April 2022

1170 

3.Tenure 8.17 4.49 .09 .74** 

4.EL 3.58 .58 .15* .08 .09 

5.Psychological safe 3.58 .64 .01 -.01 .03 .24** 

6.Traditionality 3.17 .64 .10 -.03 -.05 .32** .27** 

7.Proactive behavior 3.36 .45 .03 .02 .05 .19** .20** .06 

Subordinate N=203; 1=male, 0=female; 1= age under 25 years old, 2=age 26~35, 3= age 36~50. 

p<.05, ** p<.01. 

4.3 Hypothesis Testing 

Hypotheses were tested with Hierarchical regression analysis. As reported in Model 2 of Table III, after 

controlling for gender, age, and tenure, EL is positively related to PS (Β = .27, p < .001, Model 2); thus, 

Hypothesis 1 is supported. Next, as shown in Model 4 of TABLE 3, the perception of superiors’ EL is 

positively related to their subordinates’ PWBs (Β = .14, p < .01, Model 4); thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. 

When we considered PS, the relationship was also significant (Β = .11, p < .05, Model 5) and the 

relationship of PS and PWBs remained positively related (Β = .11, p < .05, Model 5); thus, Hypothesis 3 is 

supported. The bootstrap confidence intervals method was used (with 5,000 repetitions) to estimate the 

indirect effect between EL and PWBs. The results showed a significant outcome that a 95% bias corrected 

confidence interval did not contain zero. Thus, further support for the mediation effect of PS was found. 

Interaction between EL and CT was negatively related to PWBs (Model 7, Β = −.19, p < .05).  

TABLE III. Summary of regression analyses 

Variables Psychological safe Proactive behavior 

Model 1 Model 

2 

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Intercept 3.70*** 2.79*** 3.36*** 2.87*** 2.56*** 2.86*** 2.78*** 

Controls 

gender .00 -.04 .02 .00 .01 -.00 .00 

Age -.11 -.11 -.03 -.04 -.03 -.04 -.02 

Tenure .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 .00 

Independent variable .27*** 

EL .14** .11* .14* .14* 

Mediator 

Psychological safe .11* 

Moderator 

Traditionality .01 .04 

Interaction 

EL × 

Traditionality 

-.19* 

R
2

.00 .06 .00 .04 .06 .04 .06 

file:///C:/Users/GrantSmail/AppData/Local/Youdao/Dict/Application/7.2.0.0703/resultui/dict/


Forest Chemicals Review 
www.forestchemicalsreview.com 
ISSN: 1520-0191  
July-August 2022 Page No. 1165-1173 
Article History: Received: 30 March 2022, Revised: 8 April 2022, Accepted: 15 April 2022, Publication: 30 April 2022

1171 

△R
2 .00 .06 .00 .03 .06 .03 .03 

F .23 3.22** .22 1.91 2.55* 1.52 2.17* 

△F .23 12.16*** .22 6.94** 6.02** 3.46* 5.22* 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001.

Following Aiken [27] recommendation, in Fig. 1 we illustrate the pattern of moderation effect to show 

that for those subordinates of low traditionality values, the relationship between EL and PWB is stronger. 

Thus, Hypotheses 4 is supported. 

Fig. 1 EL and Traditionality interation for Proactive behavior. 

V. DISCUSSION

Interest in EL has been growing in recent years. Unlike the previous studies that focused on employees’ 

ethical conduct [2,13-14], our research concentrated on the impact of EL on employees’ PWBs and 

revealed the role of PS, the psychological mechanism of employees engaging in PWBs. We further verified 

the negative effect of high CT, same conclusions were found in previous studies. There are some 

theoretical contributions to the literature of EL and PWBs and some practical implication were. A leader 

“should be an ethical leader,” organizational rules should be clear and predictable, and ethics should be 

emphasized since the perceptions of EL are helpful to improve employees’ PWBs [20]. Leaders should pay 

attention to cultivate and strengthen their employees’ PS so that employees can express these behaviors 

without sorrow or anxiety [1], which is beneficial to the organization. In addition, high-traditionality 

subordinates are less likely to exhibit PWBs. Although paternalistic leadership is more prevalent in China, 
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to maximize employees’ PWBs leaders should dispel interpersonal relationship misgivings of subordinates 

and avoid constraining subordinates with authority. 

Our research has some limitations. For example, ratings for the study variables EL, PS, and 

traditionality were self-reported by employees, which introduce a common method bias. However, our data 

were collected using a two-phase process and, to reduce this effect, PWB variable data were collected 

through employer sources. Future research can increase ethical leadership data of leaders' self-evaluation. 

Another problem in our study is that the respondents’ rating data may reflect social desirability issues. 

However, to reduce these effects, the survey was anonymous and completed questionnaires were received 

immediately on the spot. Future research can increase the social desirability test to diagnose the impact of 

this problem. 

REFERENCES 

[1] Chen, A. S. Y., & Hou, Y. H. (2016). The effects of ethical leadership, voice behavior and climates for innovation

on creativity: A moderated mediation examination. The Leadership Quarterly, 27(1), 1-13. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.10.007 

[2] Zhu, W., He, H., Treviño, L. K., Chao, M. M., & Wang, W. (2015). Ethical leadership and follower voice and

performance: the role of follower identifications and entity morality beliefs. Leadership Quarterly, 26(5),

702-718.http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.01.004

[3] Van Dyne, L., & LePine, J. A. (1998). Helping and voice extra-role behaviors: Evidence of construct and

predictive validity. Academy of Management journal, 41(1), 108-119. https://doi.org/10.2307/256902

[4] Frese, M., & Fay, D. (2001). 4. Personal initiative: An active performance concept for work in the 21st century.

Research in organizational behavior, 23, 133-187. https://doi.org/10.1016/ S0191-3085(01)23005-6

[5] Scott, S. G., & Bruce, R. A. (1994). Determinants of innovative behavior: A path model of individual innovation

in the workplace. Academy of management journal, 37(3), 580-607. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/256701

[6] Frese, M. (2008). The word is out: We need an active performance concept for modern workplaces. Industrial and

Organizational Psychology, 1(1), 67-69. http://dx.doi.org/ 10.1111/j.1754-9434.2007.00012.x

[7] Farh, J. L., Earley, P. C., & Lin, S. C. (1997). Impetus for action: a cultural analysis of justice and organizational

citizenship behavior in Chinese society. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42(3), 421-444. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2393733 

[8] Fu, P. P., Tsui, A. S., Liu, J., & Li, L. (2010). Pursuit of whose happiness? executive leaders' transformational

behaviors and personal values. Administrative Science Quarterly, 55(2), 222-254.

http://dx.doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.2.222

[9] Kahn, W. A. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at work. Academy of

Management Journal, 33, 692–724. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/256287

[10] Frazier, M. L., Fainshmidt, S., Klinger, R. L., Pezeshkan, A., & Vracheva, V. (2017). Psychological safety: A

meta‐analytic review and extension.Personnel Psychology, 70(1), 113-165. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/peps.12183

[11] Brown, M. E., Treviño, L. K., & Harrison, D. A. (2005). Ethical leadership: a social learning perspective for

construct development and testing. Organizational Behavior & Human Decision Processes, 97(2), 117-134.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.03.002

[12] Dasborough, M. T., & Ashkanasy, N. M. (2002). Emotion and attribution of intentionality in leader–member

relationships. The Leadership Quarterly, 13(5), 615-634. https://doi.org/ 10.1016/S1048-9843(02)00147-9

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2393733
http://dx.doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.2.222


Forest Chemicals Review 
www.forestchemicalsreview.com 
ISSN: 1520-0191  
July-August 2022 Page No. 1165-1173
Article History: Received: 30 March 2022, Revised: 8 April 2022, Accepted: 15 April 2022, Publication: 30 April 2022

1173 

[13] Den Hartog, D. N., & Belschak, F. D. (2012). Work engagement and Machiavellianism in the ethical leadership

process. Journal of Business Ethics, 107(1), 35-47. https://doi.org/10. 1007/s10551-012-1296-4

[14] Yang, Q., & Liu, M. X. (2014). Ethical leadership, organizational identification and employee voice: examining

moderated mediation process in the chinese insurance industry. Asia Pacific Business Review, 20(2),

231-248.http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13602381.2013.823712

[15] Wang, D., Gan, C., Wu, C., & Wang, D. (2015). Ethical leadership and employee voice: employee self-efficacy

and self-impact as mediators.Psychol Rep, 116(3), 751-767. http://dx.doi.org/ 10.2466/01.07.PR0.116k29w9

[16] Blau, Peter M. Naylor (1964). Exchange and Power in Social Life.New York:John Wiky.

[17] Monica M. Sharif, & Terri A. Scandura. (2014). Do perceptions of ethical conduct matter during organizational

change? ethical leadership and employee involvement. Journal of Business Ethics, 124(2), 185-196.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1869-x

[18] Avey, J. B., Palanski, M. E., & Walumbwa, F. O. (2011). When leadership goes unnoticed: the moderating role

of follower self-esteem on the relationship between ethical leadership and follower behavior. Journal of Business

Ethics, 98(4), 573-582. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/ s10551-010-0610-2

[19] Deconinck, J. B. (2015). Outcomes of ethical leadership among salespeople. Journal of Business Research, 68(5),

1086-1093.http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.10.011

[20] Bouckenooghe, D., Zafar, A., & Raja, U. (2015). How ethical leadership shapes employees’ job performance: the

mediating roles of goal congruence and psychological capital. Journal of Business Ethics, 129(2), 251-264.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2162-3

[21] Parker, S. K., Williams, H. M., & Turner, N. (2006). Modeling the antecedents of proactive behavior at

work. Journal of Applied Psychology,91(3), 636. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ 0021-9010.91.3.636

[22] Chughtai, A., Byrne, M., & Flood, B. (2015). Linking ethical leadership to employee well-being: The role of trust

in supervisor. Journal of Business Ethics, 128(3), 653-663. http://dx.doi.org/ 10.1007/s10551-014-2126-7

[23] De Jong, J. (2006). Individual Innovation: The connection between leadership and employees' innovative work

behavior (No. R200604). EIM Business and Policy Research.

[24] Hui, C., Wong, A., & Tjosvold, D. (2007). Turnover intention and performance in china: the role of positive

affectivity, chinese values, perceived organizational support and constructive controversy. Journal of

Occupational & Organizational Psychology, 80(4), 735–751. http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317906X171037

[25] May, D. R., Gilson, R. L., & Harter, L. M. (2004). The psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety and

availability and the engagement of the human spirit at work. Journal of Occupational & Organizational

Psychology, 77(1), 11-37. http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317904322915892

[26] Anderson, J. C., & Gerbing, D. W. (1988). Structural equation modeling in practice: a review and recommended

two-step approach. Psychological Bulletin, 103(3), 411-423. http:// dx.doi.org/ 10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411

[27] Aiken, L. S., West, S. G., & Reno, R. R. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting interactions. Sage.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/10520-147

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1869-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317904322915892

