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This research examines the relationships between top management and supervisory ethical leadership
and group-level outcomes (e.g., deviance, OCB) and suggests that ethical leadership flows from one orga-
nizational level to the next. Drawing on social learning theory [Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.; Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action. Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.] and social exchange theory [Blau, p. (1964). Exchange and power in social
life. New York: John Wiley.], the results support our theoretical model using a sample of 904 employees
and 195 managers in 195 departments. We find a direct negative relationship between both top manage-
ment and supervisory ethical leadership and group-level deviance, and a positive relationship with
group-level OCB. Finally, consistent with the proposed trickle-down model, the effects of top manage-
ment ethical leadership on group-level deviance and OCB are mediated by supervisory ethical leadership.

� 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
The media’s interest in recent corporate scandals highlights the
importance society places on ethical behavior in organizations
(Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006). Although scholarly work on
business ethics has traditionally been studied by philosophers
and has taken a prescriptive approach, the emerging field of behav-
ioral ethics takes a descriptive approach by focusing on empirical
data collected from social scientists to understand what actually
happens in organizations (Trevino, Brown, & Hartman, 2003). In
an effort to explain why both (un)ethical and positive behavior
occurs in organizations, behavioral ethics scholars have developed
theory and provided empirical evidence suggesting that leaders
play a prominent role in influencing employees’ propensity to
behave in a counterproductive or helpful manner (Brown &
Treviño, 2006a; Davis & Rothstein, 2006; Dickson, Smith, Grojean,
& Ehrhart, 2001; Grojean, Resick, Dickson, & Smith, 2004).

Although philosophers and theologians have long discussed the
topic of ethical leadership, it is not until recently that social scientists
have begun to empirically examine ethical aspects of leadership in
organizations. Recently, Brown, Treviño, and Harrison (2005)
conceptualized a new leadership construct, called ethical leadership,
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 communi-
cation, reinforcement, and decision-making” (p. 120). This concep-
tualization of ethical leadership differs from other leadership
ll rights reserved.
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theories with ethical components on a couple of fronts. One way it
differs is that while some leadership theories such as transforma-
tional leadership have an ethical component, the focus on ethics is
ancillary and represents only one aspect of the leadership style. In
contrast, ethical leadership, as conceptualized by Brown et al., has
a sole and explicit focus on the ethical aspect of leadership. Another
way that ethical leadership differs from related leadership
constructs is that it highlights not only the traits (e.g., integrity,
concern for others, just, trustworthy) of ethical leaders, but also
draws on social learning theory (SLT; Bandura, 1977, 1986), which
is a theory that highlights that people learn from reward and punish-
ment and from modeling the behavior of attractive role models.
Specifically with regard to ethical leadership, such leaders are
expected to use transactional efforts (e.g., communicating, reward-
ing, punishing, emphasizing ethical standards) and modeling to
influence their followers to behave in an ethical and positive manner
(see Brown & Treviño, 2006a for a detailed explanation of how
ethical leadership differs from related forms of leadership).

Given that empirical research on ethical leadership is still in its
infancy, a number of significant questions remain. This research
focuses on two key questions. First, does ethical leadership relate
to important employee behaviors? At the core of this question is
the issue of whether ethical leadership relates to both counterpro-
ductive and positive behaviors of employees, which is an issue that
Brown and Treviño (2006b) suggest as an avenue of future research.

Second, how do different levels of ethical leadership relate to
deviant and positive behaviors of employees? Currently, there are
two schools of thought on this topic. Some scholars have argued
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that ‘‘tone at the top” is critical and thus top management should
have the strongest influence on employee behavior (Barney,
2005; Weaver, Treviño, & Agle, 2005). Proponents of this perspec-
tive highlight that top management conveys the ethical values of
the organization and inspires employees to act accordingly (Gro-
jean et al., 2004). This perspective has clearly leaked into popular
sentiment as recent legislation such as the Sarbanes-Oxley Act
tends to focus on top management (Schminke, Arnaud, & Kuenzi,
2007). A second perspective is that due to their proximity to
employees and the intimacy of communication with employees,
supervisors are most likely to serve as ethical role models. Further,
their ability to delve out punishments and rewards suggests that
supervisors should have the strongest influence on employee
behaviors (Davis & Rothstein, 2006; Falkenberg & Herremans,
1995; Posner & Schmidt, 1984). In the present research, we do
not take an either/or approach to resolving this apparent contro-
versy. Instead, this study is premised on the notion that both levels
of leadership are critical but that the influence of top management
is indirect—the influence of top management is realized through
supervisory leadership. This research meets a call for future re-
search ‘‘to investigate potential differences between executive
and supervisory ethical leadership” (Brown & Treviño, 2006a, p. 17).

The purpose of the present research is to test a trickle-down
model to examine how ethical leadership flows from top levels
of management to supervisors and eventuates in employee behav-
ior. We draw on SLT (Bandura, 1977, 1986) and research on the
‘‘cascading effect” of leadership (Bass, Waldman, Avolio, & Webb,
1987), to suggest that through a role-modeling process, and be-
cause of rewards and punishment systems, top management ethi-
cal leadership is likely to be positively related to supervisory
ethical leadership. Research on the cascading effect involves the
question of whether or not leadership style ‘‘cascades” from one
management level to another (Bass, 1990). The basic contention
of this research is that followers will tend to mimic, or role-model,
the behaviors of their superiors. Further drawing on SLT, as well as
social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964), we posit that because
lower-level employees emulate and imitate management behav-
iors, are rewarded and punished by management, and also feel a
sense of indebtedness to ethical leaders because of their trustwor-
thy and fair nature, there is a negative relationship between ethical
leadership and employee deviance and a positive relationship with
OCB. Finally, we make the argument that both top management
and supervisors are important determinants of employee behavior.
However, we suggest that because social interactions between
leaders and employees differ at varying levels of leadership, as
do the distinct functions of leaders at different levels, the influence
of top management will be mediated by supervisory ethical
leadership.

In what follows, we supply a justification for our group-level
perspective in this research, provide a background on the concep-
tualization and theoretical foundations of ethical leadership, and
present a rationale for the study hypotheses.

Theoretical background and hypotheses

Work group level of analysis

Before delving into our theoretical model, it should be noted
that we conceptualize leadership, deviance, and OCB at the work
group level. By examining these constructs at the group level, the
focus shifts to how the work group as a whole is perceived, or
the standard way the unit or leader behaves. In other words, we
treat each of these constructs as a ‘‘shared unit property” (Kozlow-
ski & Klein, 2000). Kozlowski and Klein (2000) describe how group-
level constructs emerge through a bottom-up process. They note
that some constructs have ‘‘emergent properties that manifest at
higher levels.” These group-level constructs emerge through ‘‘so-
cial interaction, exchange, and amplification,” between employees
in a work group (p. 15). Although we acknowledge that deviance
and OCB are individual behaviors, because of the interactions that
take place within the social context of a work group we expect
deviance and OCB to operate as distinct constructs at the group le-
vel (Ehrhart & Naumann, 2004; Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998).
Whereas some constructs are essentially the same when moved
from the individual to group level (i.e., isomorphic; referred to as
composition), it is important to note that scholars who have exam-
ined deviance and OCB as group-level constructs have conceptual-
ized these variables as distinct from the individual-level variables
(referred to as compilation; Chan, 1998). Below are a number of
theories that help explain the factors that influence the interaction
and exchanges between members of a work group that result in
the emergence of group-level deviance and OCB.

There are several theories that help explain why these con-
structs emerge as a property of the group: (1) social information
processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), (2) social learning the-
ory (Bandura, 1977), and the (3) attraction-selection-attrition
(ASA) model (Schneider, 1987). Social information processing theory
suggests that individuals who work in the same environment will
be exposed to similar cues from that environment. Work group
members use information available in the immediate work context
to interpret events and to develop expectations about the appro-
priate course of behavior and the consequences of such behavior.
Thus, by observing cues from one’s environment regarding norms
for appropriate behavior, employees will tend to behave in a fairly
homogenous manner in terms of the display of deviant and helping
behaviors.

Social learning theory suggests that when there are role models
in the work environment, individuals will strive to emulate these
models. Such role models include the leader and other employees
in the work group. Further, employees in a work group are affected
similarly as they witness sanctions for inappropriate behavior and
rewards for positive behavior. Thus, employees will tend to model
the behaviors of their supervisor and other employees to ensure
that their behavior is in line with accepted behavioral norms in
terms of deviant and helping behaviors.

Finally, the attraction-selection attrition (ASA) model suggests
that people are attracted to and selected into organizations and/
or work groups based on the fit between their personal preferences
and characteristics and the attributes of the organization/group.
Within the context of work groups, individuals who have tenden-
cies to be deviant or helpful will be likely to be selected into groups
that they fit (i.e., the supervisor has a similar orientation), will re-
main as long as their behavioral tendencies fit with other group
members, and those that do not fit will turnover. The result is a
homogenous work group in which members have a similar orien-
tation regarding appropriate norms of behavior. Although the
underlying processes vary across these theoretical frameworks,
each predicts the emergence of deviance and OCB as distinct
group-level constructs.

In addition to this theoretical support for the emergence of
deviance and OCB as group-level constructs distinct from their
individual-level counterparts, there is mounting empirical research
supporting the examination of these variables at the group level. In
terms of deviance, empirical research has examined deviance as a
group-level construct (e.g., Brown & Treviño, 2006a; Robinson &
O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). This research has found that employees tend
to have a shared perception regarding the level of deviance in a
work group. Such research has examined antecedents (e.g., social-
ized charismatic leadership, value congruence) and consequences
(e.g., individual-level deviance, aggression, satisfaction, and turn-
over intentions) of group-level deviance. Similarly, a number of
empirical papers have examined OCB at the group level (Ehrhart,
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2004; Ehrhart, Bliese, & Thomas, 2006; Podsakoff, Ahearne, & Mac-
Kenzie, 1997; Schneider, Ehrhart, Mayer, Saltz, & Niles-Jolly, 2005).
This research finds support for a shared perception among work
group members regarding OCB, that supervisors are able to rate
the level of OCB in the work group, and has found support for ante-
cedents (e.g., servant-leadership) and consequences (e.g., group
effectiveness, group-level customer satisfaction) of group-level
OCB. Thus, there is strong theoretical and empirical support for
examining deviance and OCB as group-level constructs.

Conceptualization of ethical leadership

Ethical leadership, as conceptualized by Brown et al. (2005),
differs from related forms of leadership with an ethical component
such as transformational (Burns, 1978), authentic (Luthans & Avolio,
2003), and spiritual (Fry, 2003) leadership. Indeed, all of these forms
of leadership include attributes such as integrity, trustworthiness,
fairness, concern for others, and behaving ethically, which are
characteristics that Trevinño and colleagues (Trevino et al., 2003;
Treviño, Hartman, & Brown, 2000) refer to as the moral person aspect
of ethical leadership. However, these attributes describe only part of
ethical leadership. A second important aspect of ethical leadership,
termed by Treviño et al. as the moral manager, focuses on more
transactional efforts to influence the ethical behavior of followers.
Thus, ethical leaders communicate the importance of ethics to
subordinates, use rewards and punishments to encourage desired
behavior, and serve as ethical role models for followers.

Theoretical foundations of ethical leadership

Two primary theories can be used to understand the influence
of ethical leaders on their followers: SLT and SET. SLT posits that
individuals learn by witnessing and then striving to duplicate the
values and behaviors of models deemed credible and attractive
(Bandura, 1977, 1986). In organizations, leaders often serve as role
models for determining acceptable and appropriate behavior. The
role of leaders in conveying organizational ethics is particularly
important because individuals come to understand what is ex-
pected of them and how to behave not only through direct experi-
ence, but also by observing others (Bandura, 1977, 1986).
Consistent with SLT, ethical leaders influence their followers to
act ethically in at least two ways. First, to the extent that the deci-
sion-making processes and actions of leaders are visible to others
in the organization, by virtue of their position, leaders serve as
legitimate models of behavior (ethical or otherwise) to followers.
Leaders’ behaviors are observed by subordinates and serve as cues
for appropriate ethical behavior. In this context, leaders who dem-
onstrate ethical behaviors provide examples of ethical behaviors
that subordinates emulate. Likewise, leaders who display unethical
behaviors are likely to have employees who also engage in uneth-
ical behaviors. Second, to the extent that leaders reward helpful
behaviors and/or punish unethical behaviors, they influence their
followers to behave in ethical (or unethical) ways. When subordi-
nates learn over time that positive behaviors are valued and
rewarded, and unethical behaviors are punished, they are more
likely to engage in, or refrain from, such behaviors (Brown et al.,
2005; Treviño et al., 2000).

Ethical leadership is also expected to affect subordinates
through social exchange processes (Blau, 1964). Social exchange
is based on the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), which posits
that if one exchange partner does something beneficial for the
other, that generates an obligation to reciprocate good faith behav-
ior (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Blau (1964) distinction between
social exchange that is transactional (i.e., based on economic ex-
changes such as money and/or resources) or socioemotional (i.e.,
based on the exchange of interpersonal treatment such as trust
and fairness) is important for understanding how social exchange
processes are relevant for ethical leadership. Ethical leadership is
expected to affect the behaviors of employees in a work group
through socioemotional exchange because ethical leaders are
likely to engender high levels of trust and to be perceived as fair
(Brown & Treviño, 2006a). Because employees know that they
can count on ethical leaders and because ethical leaders treat
employees in a fair manner, they are more likely to reciprocate
such treatment by behaving in ways that benefit the entire work
group and by refraining from behaviors that would be detrimental
to the supervisor, work group, and/or organization.

Relationship between top management and supervisory ethical
leadership

Drawing on SLT (Bandura, 1977, 1986), a premise of the ethical
leadership construct is that management’s ethical behavior is
reproduced by followers. The term ‘‘follower” refers to any em-
ployee at a lower level in the organization who is under the juris-
diction of a higher-level manager. Thus, in this context, lower-level
managers are followers to the extent that they are accountable to
top management. This role-modeling process has been referred
to as the ‘‘cascading effect” (Bass, 1990; Bass et al., 1987) in the
leadership literature. The primary assertion in this approach is that
followers, through imitation and observational learning, act in a
manner similar to that of their leaders (Brown et al., 2005).

Thus, we hypothesize that role-modeling, or the cascading
effect, is likely to occur between top management and immediate
supervisors. Supervisors look to higher levels in the organization
for the appropriate way to behave. Given that supervisors likely
deem themselves as extensions of top management, they will be
prone to emulate and imitate the behaviors of top management
such that ethical behaviors of leaders will cascade (or flow) down
to supervisors. In addition, given that top management likely has
power over promotion decisions, supervisors are expected to fol-
low the party line as part of the management team. In sum, we
predict:

Hypothesis 1: Top management ethical leadership will be positively
related to supervisory ethical leadership.

Ethical leadership and employee behaviors

Group deviance
Group deviance is defined as voluntary behavior by members of

a work group in the aggregate that violates the norms of the work
group and threatens the well-being of the work group (Robinson &
Bennett, 1995, 1997). It is the normative level of deviant behaviors
exhibited within the work group. We focus specifically on organi-
zational deviance as opposed to interpersonal deviance because
ethical leadership focuses more on broad ethical principles rather
than interpersonal interactions. For example, the fact that ethical
leaders discuss business ethics with employees and communicate
about how to make ethical decisions suggests that ethical leader-
ship should be more strongly related to organizational-referenced
unethical behavior as opposed to interpersonal interactions
between employees.

SLT and SET both provide a theoretical rationale for why ethical
leadership should be negatively related to group deviance. Further,
they both operate at the group level by affecting the perceived
norms of the group (e.g., Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Robinson
& O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). In terms of SLT, one way that employees
learn appropriate norms of acceptable behavior is through punish-
ment and reward systems (Bandura, 1977, 1986). It should be
noted that an important aspect of SLT is that employees do not
have to personally be punished or rewarded but that they also
learn vicariously—meaning that they learn about appropriate
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behavior by witnessing or hearing about the consequences of
behaviors performed by other members of the work group (Bandu-
ra, 1977, 1986). Thus, individuals will learn from their own punish-
ments for deviant behavior, as well as those of their group
members. In turn, norms become established for how the work
unit as a whole should behave. Specifically, ethical leaders are
more likely to punish and discipline employees who violate ethical
standards such as taking property without permission, falsifying
expense reports, or not following a leader’s prescribed instruction
for personal conduct. In addition, ethical leaders are unlikely to re-
ward employees who use unethical practices to achieve success.
The use of punishments and rewards are a critical means utilized
by ethical leaders to discourage deviant behavior by establishing
norms for the work unit.

SET also provides support for the link between ethical leader-
ship and group deviance. Ethical leaders are expected to influence
their employees’ behavior through a social exchange process.
According to Gouldner (1960), individuals engage in reciprocity
where obligations are created by exchanges or favors among indi-
viduals; when something is given to someone it generates an obli-
gation to return an equivalent gesture. These norms of reciprocity
are suggested ‘‘to provide the mechanisms though which the sta-
bility of the social system is maintained” (Uhl-Bien & Maslyn,
2003, p. 512). We typically think of reciprocity in terms of positive
behaviors; however, negative norms of reciprocity also exist. These
negative norms result in ‘‘sentiments of retaliation where the
emphasis is placed not on the return of benefits but on the return
of injuries” (Gouldner, 1960, p. 172).

These exchange relationships have mainly been examined at
the individual level, although, researchers suggest that members
of the same unit can experience intra-team exchange relationships
and have common shared perceptual agreements regarding ex-
change relationships (e.g., Ekeh, 1974; Ford & Seers, 2006; Uehara,
1990). Thus, it follows that if unethical leaders are exhibiting or
‘‘exchanging” negative behaviors to subordinates, the subordinates
are likely to exchange negative behaviors in return. However, often
times subordinates are restricted in the types of behaviors they can
return back to the supervisor for fear of being fired. Therefore, they
may exhibit deviant organizational behaviors in the work unit. In
turn, norms for deviance develop in the work unit and results in in-
creased deviance in the work unit.

On the other hand, ethical leaders have the best interests of
employees in mind and try to ‘‘walk the talk” in terms of behav-
ing consistently with their convictions. Here they create positive
exchanges, which create an obligation in the work unit to return
positive behaviors. This also creates an atmosphere where lead-
ers are likely to be trusted by their employees. Because employ-
ees know that ethical leaders can be trusted, they feel less of a
need to do anything deviant to improve their performance. Fur-
ther, ethical leaders make balanced decisions and provide the
opportunity for employees to voice their opinions, and thus they
are likely to be perceived as fair. When employees in a work
group perceive their leader to be fair, they are likely to feel a
sense of obligation to reciprocate in ways that are desirable to
one’s leader and coworkers (e.g., refraining from deviant behav-
ior). The norms of reciprocity for the group are positive. In addi-
tion, because employees feel fairly treated and know that they
can trust their leader to do the right thing, there is less of a de-
sire to punish one’s leader or the organization by coming late to
work, dragging out work to get overtime, or taking excessively
long breaks.

There is some empirical research that lends support for this
relationship between leadership and group deviance. For example,
Brown and Treviño (2006a) found that socialized charismatic lead-
ership, which focuses on the ethical aspect of charisma, was nega-
tively related to group deviance. In sum, we predict:
Hypothesis 2a: Top management and supervisory ethical leader-
ship will be negatively related to group deviance.

Group OCB
OCB is defined as ‘‘behavior that is discretionary, not directly or

explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the
aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization”
(Organ, 1988, p. 4). Group-level OCB is defined as the normative le-
vel of OCB performed within the work group (Ehrhart, 2004). We
focus specifically on the helping dimension of OCB for a number
of reasons. First, we focus on helping behavior because ethical
leaders encourage appropriate and positive conduct by showing
concern for others and communicating the importance of work
group members, thus encouraging employees to help one another
for the good of the group. Second, helping is the most commonly
studied dimension of OCB, and it has been identified as an impor-
tant aspect of OCB by essentially all scholars doing work in this do-
main (Podsakoff et al., 1997). Third, a recent meta-analysis (LePine,
Erez, & Johnson, 2002) found that the different OCB dimensions are
strongly related to one another and have similar relationships to
commonly studied outcomes. Finally, studies examining OCB as a
group-level construct typically use the helping dimension of OCB
(Ehrhart, 2004; Ehrhart et al., 2006).

Similar to our discussion of the relationship between leadership
and group deviance, SLT and SET are relevant for understanding the
relationship between ethical leadership and group OCB. Again, we
suggest that both SLT and SET operate at the group level by affect-
ing the perceived norms of the group. In terms of SLT, leaders serve
as role models for subordinates. Given that ethical leaders seek to
live their lives in an ethical manner and set an example of appro-
priate behavior, it is likely that ethical leaders will be deemed cred-
ible and attractive role models. Ethical leaders set an example for
the appropriate way to behave and demonstrate concern for mem-
bers of the work group. Thus, it is likely that such positive behav-
iors displayed by ethical leaders will be modeled by employees in
the work group. In addition, because ethical leaders are likely to re-
ward positive behaviors such as engaging in behaviors to help fel-
low employees, employees will be more likely to provide aid to
other members of the work group when assistance is needed.

In addition, we can draw on the work of Ehrhart and Naumann
(2004), who theorize about how group norms affect unit-level OCB
in organizations. They suggest that there is a cyclical relationship
between individual- and group-level processes that explains how
OCB norms are established and maintained in work units. They po-
sit that group norms develop in work groups through the interac-
tion of group members and eventually become informally agreed
on by group members. There are different mechanisms through
which these norms influence group behavior. First, descriptive
norms develop as individuals watch what management does in
specific situations. When management is perceived as supporting
helpful behaviors, these behaviors are more likely to be exhibited.
Second, injunctive norms can develop as members of a work group
conform to receive social approval. Such norms develop from the
rewards and punishments provided by management for correct
and incorrect behavior. Thus, the theoretical work on group-level
OCB makes parallel arguments as SLT to explain how the norms
prescribed by management translate into OCB in the work group
(Ehrhart & Naumann, 2004).

Social exchange processes should also help explain the associa-
tion between ethical leadership and group OCB. Again, Gouldner
(1960) suggests that individuals engage in reciprocity where obli-
gations are created by exchanges or favors among individuals.
Thus, individuals will respond to positive exchanges within the
group with more positive behaviors to the group as a whole. In
turn, this leads to norms developing regarding the display of posi-
tive behaviors in the group. In addition, because ethical leaders are
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trustworthy, employees know that if they help their fellow group
members, in exchange, they are likely to be rewarded for such
behavior in the future. Further, because ethical leaders are per-
ceived as fair, employees will feel a sense of obligation to behave
in ways that they know their leaders value—such as helping their
group members (Moorman & Byrne, 2005). They are motivated to
assist other work group members because it will help attain out-
comes that are valuable to the leader (e.g., group performance or
effectiveness). Much of the literature on OCB takes a social ex-
change perspective and links social exchange variables such as
trust and fairness to OCB (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005).

There is also some empirical research linking leadership and
group OCB. For example, Ehrhart (2004) found that servant-leader-
ship was positively associated with group OCB focused on helping
employees in work groups. Similarly, Schneider et al. (2005) found
that leaders that behaved in ways to support customer service
tended to lead groups that engage in more customer-directed
OCB. In sum, we predict:

Hypothesis 2b: Top management and supervisory ethical leader-
ship will be positively related to group OCB.

Supervisory ethical leadership as a mediator

This brings us to the question, how do leaders at different hier-
archical levels, such as top management and immediate supervi-
sors, impact employees’ behaviors? Research is mixed on
whether top management or supervisory leadership has a greater
effect on employee behavior. For instance, Schneider, Goldstein,
and Smith (1995) suggest that organizations are a reflection of
their top managers. Also, some researchers suggest that top man-
agers are more transformational and charismatic than supervisors,
providing them with greater influence over subordinates (e.g., Gro-
jean et al., 2004; Katz & Kahn, 1966; Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubra-
marniam, 1996). On the other hand, others suggest that
immediate supervisors have a greater influence on employee
behaviors because they interpret policies and have more direct
contact with employees (e.g., Brandes, Dharwadkar, & Wheatley,
2004; Likert, 1967; Zierden, 1980). This apparent controversy has
yet to be resolved in the literature in part because scholars rarely
assess both top management and supervisory leadership
simultaneously.

We believe that both top management and supervisory ethical
leaders will have an effect on employee behavior; however, how
they influence employee behavior will differ. Leaders at different
organizational levels have different roles and rely on different
mechanisms to transmit values and expectations, which impacts
employee behaviors. For instance, top management sets the more
global tone for the organization, but it is the immediate supervi-
sors who take this global information and filter, interpret, and
implement it for employees. Thus, we suggest a trickle-down effect
of ethical leadership such that the influence of top management on
employee behavior is indirect, flowing through supervisory leader-
ship. Specifically, we focus on (1) the different types of interactions
employees have with top management and immediate supervisors,
and (2) the different functions top management and immediate
supervisors serve in organizations to formulate our hypothesis.

First, employees may interact differently with top management
and immediate supervisors. According to Lewin’s field theory
(1943), psychologically proximal factors will have a more domi-
nant effect on behavior than those that are less proximate. Re-
search has found support that employees interact with their
supervisors more often and more intimately than with top man-
agement and because of this, the supervisor is more effective than
top management in monitoring, rewarding, and influencing em-
ployee behavior (e.g., Becker, Billings, Eveleth, & Gilbert, 1996;
Brandes et al., 2004; Meglino, Ravlin, & Adkins, 1989). Other
research specific to ethics suggests that, while leaders in general
are a primary influence on individual ethical behavior, the behavior
of direct managers and supervisors has the strongest influence (Da-
vis & Rothstein, 2006; Falkenberg & Herremans, 1995; Posner &
Schmidt, 1984).

Second, leaders at different hierarchical levels (e.g., top man-
agement versus immediate supervisors) serve different functions
in organizations. For instance, top management, or strategic lead-
ers, focus more on formulating broad policies and objectives (Bar-
nard, 1938), planning (Page & Tornow, 1987), and providing a
strategic vision for the organization (Smidt, 1998). They establish
and communicate the organization’s ethical value system and de-
velop new leaders (House & Aditya, 1997; Ireland & Hitt, 1999).
On the other hand, supervisors, or direct leaders, are the link be-
tween top management and employees. The supervisors coordi-
nate daily operations and provide day-to-day direction and
mentoring to organizational members (Smidt, 1998). First, supervi-
sors play a critical role in determining the degree to which organi-
zational policies are enacted throughout the organization. Further,
when ethical ambiguity exists in the policies, the supervisor’s per-
sonal actions can serve as the standard or model of what behavior
is considered appropriate in the organization (Andrews, 1989; Pos-
ner & Schmidt, 1984). Finally, supervisors are also typically the
most direct and immediate judge of employee behavior and pro-
vide coaching, feedback, support, recognition, rewards, and pun-
ishments to employees. Research indicates that the informal
incentives given by supervisors, such as personal attention and rec-
ognition, provide an equal or stronger reinforcement than delayed
formal rewards (e.g., bonuses, pay raises, promotions) (Stajkovic &
Luthans, 2001).

Thus, top management has a broader impact on the organiza-
tion as a whole; top management can be seen as having an influ-
ence on both immediate supervisors and lower-level employees.
However, because immediate supervisors tend to have more prox-
imal and intimate relationships with lower-level employees, the
effects that top managers have on employees at the lowest level
will be realized through the influence they have on managers at
the supervisory level. This logic suggests a mediating role of super-
visory ethical leadership as a mechanism by which top manage-
ment ethical leadership relates to the behaviors of employees.

Empirical research in a number of areas of management lends
support to this idea. For instance, Zohar and Luria (2005) found
support for a model linking top management safety leadership to
employee safety outcomes through the mediating mechanism of
supervisor safety leadership. Drawing on the deviance literature,
Tepper and Taylor (2003) found that supervisors’ mentoring
behavior mediates the relationship between supervisors’ proce-
dural justice perceptions and subordinates’ organizational citizen-
ship behavior. They suggest a causal chain of variables that lead to
subordinates’ OCB stating, ‘‘Apparently, the treatment supervisors
experience trickles down to their subordinates” (p. 103). Finally,
Shanock and Eisenberger (2006) found that subordinates’ percep-
tions of support from the supervisor mediated positive relation-
ships of supervisors’ perceived organizational support (POS) with
subordinates’ performance. Thus, we predict a trickle-down model
(e.g., Aryee, Chen, Sun, & Debrah, 2007) of ethical leadership in
which top management ethical leadership influences the ethical
leadership of supervisors who, in turn, influence behaviors of the
groups they supervise (i.e., deviance, OCB). It should be noted that
we did not think there was sufficient theoretical support for pre-
dicting either partial or full mediation so we instead hypothesize
mediation and test for both partial and full mediation in the results
section. In sum, we predict:

Hypothesis 3: Supervisory ethical leadership mediates the relation-
ship between top management ethical leadership and (a) group devi-
ance and (b) group OCB.
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Method

Sample and procedure

We collected data from 195 units from 160 different organiza-
tions in the southeast U.S. including technology, government,
insurance, financial, food service, retail, manufacturing, and medi-
cal organizations. A contact person was identified by the research-
ers within each organization. The contact person was asked to
hand-deliver survey packets to five employees and the supervisor
in the department. Respondents were assured of the confidential-
ity of their responses. We included a postage paid envelope in
the packet to return the survey.

We received and tabulated a total of 904 employees’ responses
out of 1915 surveys (47.2%) and 195 supervisors’ responses out of
383 surveys (50.9%). One hundred and thirty-two departments
yielded five or more surveys, 40 returned four, and 23 returned
three. Previous research suggests that three responses is a suffi-
cient number to aggregate measures to the group level (Colquitt,
Noe, & Jackson, 2002; Richardson & Vandenberg, 2005; Schneider,
White, & Paul, 1998; Tracey & Tews, 2005). Eight departments
from eight organizations yielded only one or two responses and
were eliminated from the sample. Thus, our final sample con-
sisted of 891 employees and 195 supervisors from 195 depart-
ments in 160 organizations. The employee respondents were
46.2% male and 54.3% Caucasian (13.8% Hispanic and 10.6% Afri-
can-American). They averaged 29.7 years of age with 3.9 years of
experience in the organization and 3.01 years in the department.
The supervisor respondents were 54% male and 70.5% Caucasian
(8.4% Hispanic and 7.3% African-American). They averaged 37.7
years of age with 8.57 years of experience in the organization
and 6.12 years in the department.

The employee survey contained measures of top management
and supervisory ethical leadership, group deviance, group OCB,
and demographic questions. The supervisor survey contained
scales measuring group deviance, group OCB, questions assessing
the size of the department and organization in terms of the num-
ber of employees, and demographic questions.
1 Because of the skewed nature of the organizational size and group size variables,
we conducted a log transformation on these data so that the variables could be
accurately estimated by the statistical packages used in this research.
Measures

Ethical leadership
We assessed supervisory and top management ethical leader-

ship from employees. Top management ethical leadership was mea-
sured with the ten-item ethical leadership scale developed by
Brown et al. (2005) using ‘‘Top Management” as the referent.
Employees were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with
statements such as ‘‘Top management talks about the importance
of ethics,” and ‘‘Top management sets an example of how to do
things the right way in terms of ethics,” using a five-point response
format (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). We also mea-
sured supervisory ethical leadership using the same 10-item scale,
this time using ‘‘My Department Manager” as the referent. We
aggregated the mean scores of individuals within the same depart-
ment to generate indices of group-level top management and
supervisory ethical leadership.

To ensure that the top management and supervisory ethical
leadership measures were distinct, we conducted a confirmatory
factor analysis. We first examined the fit of a two-factor model,
which assumed distinct top management and supervisory ethical
leadership factors. The two-factor model indicated an adequate
fit with the data (v2 = 1489, df = 169, p < .001; CFI = .91;
RMSEA = .09; SRMR = .04) (Hox, 2002). We compared the fit of this
two-factor model with that of the one-factor model. The one-factor
model, which combined top management and supervisory ethical
leadership into a single factor, fit the data poorly (v2 = 4638,
df = 170, p < .001; CFI = .71; RMSEA = .18; SRMR = .11). A change
in v2 test indicated that the two-factor model represented a signif-
icantly better fit than the one-factor model (v2 difference = 3149,
df = 1, p < .001). Thus, the ethical leadership measures at the two
different management levels were analyzed separately in testing
the study hypotheses.

Group deviance
We measured the deviant behavior of the department using

Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) 12-item Organizational Deviance
Scale (ODS). Employees and supervisors rated the extent to which
employees, as a whole, engaged in various deviant behaviors with-
in the past year on a seven-point response format (1 = never,
2 = once, 3 = a few times, 4 = several times, 5 = monthly,
6 = weekly, 7 = daily). Example behaviors included in the scale
were taking property from work without permission and coming
in late to work without permission.

Group organizational citizenship behavior (OCB)
We measured the organizational citizenship behavior of each

group using five items measuring helping behavior, adapted from
the scale developed by Smith, Organ, and Near (1983). Employees
and supervisors rated the extent to which they agreed with state-
ments such as ‘‘Employees in my department help out others who
have been absent and return to work,” and ‘‘Employees in my
department are always ready to lend a helping hand to other
employees around them,” on a five-point response format
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Control variables
We included several control variables for each hypothesis. Con-

sistent with prescriptions from Becker (2005), we provide a ratio-
nale for the inclusion of these variables. In testing Hypothesis 1, we
controlled for group-level employee tenure with the group (mean
of the employee group tenure), group-level employee organization
tenure (mean of the employee organization tenure), group size,
and organizational size.1 First, we controlled for employee tenure
because previous research has demonstrated that it is related to
group deviance (Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). We also controlled
for group size because group size may influence group dynamics (Li
& Hambrick, 2005), and it has the potential to impact the overall
level of helping behavior in the work group (Sparrow, Soetjipto, &
Kraimer, 2006). Finally, we controlled for organizational size because
larger organizations may be more bureaucratic (Robbins, 1990) and
rely more heavily on hierarchical authority (Daft, 1998). Conse-
quently, organizational size can affect the types of leader-follower
relationships that form and the amount of interpersonal contact
between managers and subordinates.

In testing hypotheses 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b, we controlled for the
same variables mentioned above, as well as variables such as
full-time/part-time status (mean of full-time/part-time status),
supervisor sex, supervisor group tenure, supervisor organization
tenure, and employee (mean of employees) and supervisor social
desirability bias (10 items from the short-form Crowne–Marlowe
scale; Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972). We controlled for the full-time/
part-time status of employees in the group because previous re-
search has indicated it affects helping behavior (Stamper & Van
Dyne, 2001). We controlled for sex because it has been suggested
to affect an individual’s perceptions of others’ ethics (Schminke,
Ambrose, & Miles, 2003). Finally, reports of deviance may be sensi-
tive to social desirability bias (Aquino, Galperin, & Bennett, 2004;
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Lucas & Friedrich, 2005), so we included social desirability as a
control variable.

Data aggregation

We generated ethical leadership scores of top management as
well as ethical leadership scores of supervisors by aggregating sub-
ordinate ratings to the group level. Following previous research, in
order to ensure adequate aggregation statistics, we used only
groups including three or more employees (M = 4.45; see Colquitt
et al., 2002; Richardson & Vandenberg, 2005; Schneider et al.,
1998; Tracey & Tews, 2005). First, we assessed the degree of
department employee agreement regarding top management and
supervisory ethical leadership, and deviance and OCB by calculat-
ing the rwg statistic (George & James, 1993). The rwg statistic is used
to determine interrater agreement. The mean rwg statistic for top
management and supervisory ethical leadership were .94 and
.92, respectively. The mean rwg statistic for deviance and OCB are
.91 and .92, respectively. While considerable debate exists regard-
ing the adequate ‘‘cutoff” for rwg values (see Lance, Butts, & Mich-
els, 2006 for a useful review), these values are greater than the
generally accepted .70 value. In addition, we computed intraclass
correlations (ICCs) to determine the reliability of both ethical lead-
ership measures (Bliese, 2000). We used the ICC(1) to examine the
degree of variability in responses at the individual level that is
attributed to being part of the group. The ICC(1) for top manage-
ment ethical leadership was .04, F (202,889) = 2.78, p < .001 and
for supervisory ethical leadership was .07, F (202,889) = 2.46,
p < .001. In addition, the ICC(1) for deviance was .03, F
(202,883) = 2.96, p < .001 and for OCB was .11, F (202,893) = 1.95,
p < .001. Although the ICC(1) values are low, because all the
ICC(1) values are statistically significant, aggregation is justified
(Bliese, 2000). We used the ICC(2) coefficient to examine the reli-
ability of the group means. The ICC(2) for top management and
supervisory ethical leadership were .23 and .38, respectively. Addi-
tionally, the ICC(2) for deviance and OCB were .14 and .75, respec-
tively. These ICC(2) values are generally lower than the .70 criteria
recommended by researchers (Bliese, Halverson, & Schriesheim,
2002). However, ICC(2) is a function of size (Bliese, 1998), and
the average group size in this study was smaller than the studies
used in recommending cutoff criteria. Ultimately, although the be-
tween-group variability was low, the rwg values were high indicat-
ing that there was high within-group agreement and thus
providing support for aggregation.

Results

Descriptive statistics

The means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and intercorrela-
tions among the key variables are presented in Table 1.

Hypotheses tests

Hypothesis 1 predicted that top management ethical leadership
is positively related to supervisory ethical leadership. Regression
analyses revealed a positive relationship between top management
and supervisory ethical leadership (b = .72, p < .001). See Table 2
for the complete results.

Because top management and supervisory ethical leadership
were assessed by the same source, we also tested hypothesis 1
using the sample-splitting technique described by Ostroff, Kinicki,
and Clark (2002) and used by other scholars (e.g., Ehrhart, 2004;
Schneider et al., 2005). Specifically, using only departments of four
or more employees (ngroups = 172), we aggregated top management
ethical leadership from half of the employees (randomly selected),
and supervisory ethical leadership from the other half of depart-
ment employees. Controlling for the same variables as the original
analysis, there was a significant relationship between top manage-
ment and supervisory ethical leadership (b = .36, p < .001). Thus,
hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that both top management and supervi-
sory ethical leadership are related to (a) group deviance and (b)
group OCB. Regression analyses revealed a direct negative relation-
ship between top management (b = �.18, p < .05) and supervisory
(b = �.34, p < .001) ethical leadership on group deviance measured
by the supervisor, and a direct negative relationship between top
management (b = �.31, p < .001) and supervisory (b = �.44,
p < .001) ethical leadership on group deviance measured by the
employees. In addition, regression analyses revealed a direct posi-
tive relationship between top management (b = .26, p < .001) and
supervisory (b = .34, p < .001) ethical leadership on group OCB
measured by the supervisor, and a direct positive relationship be-
tween top management (b = .44, p < .001) and supervisory (b = .42,
p < .001) ethical leadership on group OCB measured by the employ-
ees. Thus, hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported. See Table 3 for
the complete results for hypotheses 2a and 2b.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that supervisory ethical leadership medi-
ates the relationship between top management ethical leadership
and (a) group deviance and (b) group OCB. To test hypotheses 3a
and 3b, we followed procedures recommended by MacKinnon, Lock-
wood, Hoffman, West, and Sheets (2002) to test for mediation.
MacKinnon et al. suggest that for mediation to occur, two conditions
must be met. First, the antecedent variable must predict the media-
tor. Second, the mediator must predict the outcome variable, while
controlling for the antecedent variables.

The first step was to regress the mediator (i.e., supervisory ethical
leadership) on the antecedent variable (i.e., top management ethical
leadership). Results revealed a significant direct relationship be-
tween top management and supervisory ethical leadership
(b = .72, p < .001). Next, we regressed the outcome variables (i.e.,
group deviance, group OCB) on the mediator (i.e., supervisory ethical
leadership) while controlling for the antecedent variable (i.e., top
management ethical leadership). Supervisory ethical leadership
was significantly related to group deviance measured by the super-
visor (b = �.43, p < .001) and the employees (b = �.44, p < .001), and
group OCB measured by the supervisor (b = .31 p < .001) and the
employees (b = .23, p < .001). These results provide evidence for
mediation. We also conducted mediation analyses to test hypothe-
ses 3a and 3b using the split-sample ethical leadership scores.
Results revealed a similar pattern using the split-sample scores such
that supervisory ethical leadership mediated the relationship
between top management ethical leadership and all of the
dependent variables. Thus, hypotheses 3a and 3b were supported.
See Table 4 for the complete results for hypotheses 3a and 3b.

To explore the issue of full versus partial mediation, we con-
ducted Sobel tests. In MacKinnon et al. (2002), comparisons are
made between 14 methods for assessing mediation effects, and
they argue that the Sobel test (and its variants) is superior in terms
of power and intuitive appeal (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Based on
the Sobel tests, we found that supervisory ethical leadership fully
mediated the relationship between top management ethical lead-
ership and deviance rated by supervisors (z = �4.13, p < .001) and
employees (z = �4.19, p < .001), and OCB rated by supervisors
(z = 3.10, p < .001) and employees (z = 2.59, p < .001).

Discussion

The purpose of this research was to test a trickle-down model of
how ethical leadership flows through multiple levels of manage-



Table 1
Descriptive statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. Top management
ethical leadership

3.57 .58 (.95)

2. Supervisory
ethical leadership

3.72 .51 .72*** (.95)

3. Group deviance
(Supervisor)

2.28 1.06 �.18* �.35*** (.92)

4. Group deviance
(Employee)

2.37 .92 �.32*** �.43*** .52*** (.95)

5. Group OCB
(Supervisor)

4.03 .58 .24** .34*** �.37*** �.19** (.86)

6. Group OCB
(Employee)

3.76 .47 .48*** .49*** �.18* �.27*** .24** (.91)

7. Group size (log) 2.76 1.21 �.09 �.03 �.02 .08 .06 �.09
8. Organization size

(log)
5.75 2.96 �.14 �.05 �.06 .03 .16* �.02 .54***

9. Supervisor sex .57 .50 .08 .03 .12 .16* �.06 �.06 �.05 �.03
10. Supervisor group

tenure
5.94 6.42 �.01 �.06 �.10 .08 .03 .06 �.11 �.17* .08

11. Supervisor
organization
tenure

8.26 7.55 .00 �.03 �.08 .07 .14 .09 �.04 �.05 .02 .75***

12. Supervisor social
desirability

3.37 .58 .07 .11 �.23** �.09 .29*** .08 .16* .19* .02 .09 .08 (.76)

13. Employee social
desirability

3.32 .37 .19** .24** �.04 �.11 .17* .38*** �.01 .11 �.05 .08 .16* .28*** (.77)

14. Employee FT/PT
status mean

.63 .36 �.11 �.04 �.08 �.03 �.02 .04 �.03 .08 �.03 .22* .28*** .06 .17*

15. Employee group
tenure mean

3.00 2.74 �.01 .08 �.07 �.01 .01 .06 .05 .01 .08 .42*** .45*** .06 .17* .36***

16. Employee
organization
tenure mean

3.85 3.75 �.04 .04 �.12 �.05 .07 .06 .08 .07 .07 .30*** .50*** .07 .24** .42*** .81***

Note. Numbers in parentheses are coefficient alphas. n = 195.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

Table 2
The relationship between top management and supervisory ethical leadership
(hypothesis 1)

Variable Supervisory ethical leadership

Step 1 Step 2

Group FT/PT status �.05 .01
Group tenure .13 .09
Group organization tenure �.04 �.02
Group size (log) .01 .02
Organization size (log) �.05 .03
Top management ethical leadership .72***

R2 .01 .52
DR2 .50***

F .46 31.92***

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (betas) are shown.
�p < .05.
��p < .01.
���p < .001.

8 D.M. Mayer et al. / Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 108 (2009) 1–13
ment and ultimately influences employee behavior. Consistent
with the hypotheses derived from social learning theory (SLT; Ban-
dura, 1977, 1986) and social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964), we
found that supervisory ethical leadership mediates the relationship
between top management ethical leadership and group deviance
and OCB. Thus, this research addresses the conflicting perspectives
on whether it is top management (e.g., Barney, 2005; Schminke
et al., 2007) or supervisors (Davis & Rothstein, 2006; Falkenberg
& Herremans, 1995; Posner & Schmidt, 1984) who have a more di-
rect influence on employee behavior. Indeed, Katz and Kahn (1966,
p. 318) argued that employees view their immediate supervisor as
‘‘very human and very fallible,” but that top levels of management
are distant, which allows for a ‘‘simplified and magical image,” and
this helps develop ‘‘an emotional tie, which is not accessible to
lower levels of supervision.” Our results counter this perspective
to some degree as we find that both levels of leadership matter—
but that top management influences employee behavior indirectly
through supervisory leadership.

Further, that we were able to link ethical leadership to unethical
behaviors is important. The only other study to examine ethical
leadership and unethical behavior is Detert, Treviño, Burris, and
Andiappen (2007), and they did not find a significant relationship
between these constructs. They examined the relationship be-
tween ethical leadership and store-level counterproductivity
(operationalized as the amount of food loss that compares actual
food costs with expected food costs). One explanation for these
contradictory results is the context studied in the Detert et al.,
study. Detert et al. suggest that their results may be related to
the low-pay and low-skill nature of the organization they sampled
and the fact the restaurant environment is relatively unambiguous
related to ethical issues. Future research should continue to exam-
ine the effects of ethical leadership on a variety of different mea-
sures of unethical or deviant behaviors.

Theoretical implications

The present research has a number of theoretical implications
regarding ethical leadership. One theoretical implication is that
SLT and SET appear to serve as useful theoretical lenses to under-
stand why ethical leadership relates to employee behavior in work
groups. Consistent with SLT, our findings suggest that followers’



Table 3
The relationship between ethical leadership and the group-level outcomes (hypotheses 2a/2b)

Variable Group deviance (Supervisor) Group deviance (Employee) Group OCB (Supervisor) Group OCB (Employee)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Employee FT/PT mean .02 .01 �.08 �.06
Employee group tenure mean .20 .20 �.11 �.12
Employee organization tenure mean �.28* �.29* .12 .14
Group size (log) .05 .05 �.09 �.09
Organization size (log) �.06 �.09 .14 .18*

Supervisor sex .14 .16* �.08 �.11
Supervisor group tenure �.22 �.23 �.07 �.05
Supervisor organization tenure .15 .17 .17 .14
Supervisor social desirability �.21** �.19* .26** .24**

Top management ethical leadership �.18* .26***

R2 .10 .13 .12 .18
DR2 .03* .07***

F 1.93* 2.35* 2.47* 3.67***

Employee FT/PT mean �.01 �.04 �.03 .02
Employee group tenure mean .11 .13 .03 .00
Employee organization tenure mean �.11 �.14 �.05 �.01
Group size (log) .04 .05 �.04 �.05
Organization size (log) .04 �.01 �.04 .03
Employee social desirability �.12 �.04 .42*** .31***

Top management ethical leadership �.31*** .44***

R2 .03 .11 .17 .34
DR2 .09** .18***

F .76 3.19*** 6.00*** 13.28***

Employee FT/PT mean .02 .01 �.08 �.07
Employee group tenure mean .20 .25 �.11 �.16
Employee organization tenure mean �.28 �.31* .12 .14
Group size (log) .05 .06 �.09 �.10
Organization size (log) �.06 �.10 .14 .17*

Supervisor sex .14 .15* �.08 �.09
Supervisor group tenure �.22 �.27* �.07 �.02
Supervisor organization tenure .15 .17 .17 .15
Supervisor social desirability �.21** �.17* .26** .22**

Supervisory ethical leadership �.34*** .34***

R2 .10 .21 .12 .23
DR2 .12*** .11***

F 1.93* 4.35*** 2.47* 4.92***

Employee FT/PT mean �.01 �.04 �.03 .00
Employee group tenure mean .11 .18 .03 �.03
Employee organization tenure mean �.11 �.16 �.05 �.01
Group size (log) .04 .06 �.04 �.06
Organization size (log) .04 �.01 �.04 .00
Employee social desirability �.12 .01 .42*** .29***

Supervisory ethical leadership �.44*** .42***

R2 .03 .20 .17 .33
DR2 .18*** .16***

F .76 6.42*** 6.00*** 12.56***

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (betas) are shown. (Supervisor) refers to dependent variables assessed by the supervisor and (Employee) refers to dependent
variables assessed by employees and aggregated to the group level.

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

*** p < .001.
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behavior is influenced through both a modeling process in which
employees imitate the behavior of their leaders and because lead-
ers have the authority to reward and punish employee behavior. In
addition, the findings support predictions derived from SET sug-
gesting that because ethical leaders are deemed trustworthy and
fair, employees will be motivated to behave in ways that are de-
sired by their leader. Specifically, they will aim to reciprocate obli-
gations to their leader because they have received fair treatment
and they know that engaging in behaviors in line with their man-
ager will ultimately be rewarded. Thus, our findings are consistent
with the central tenets of SLT and SET.

A second implication of this research is that it is important to
extend theory on ethical leadership by incorporating managerial
hierarchy (e.g., Brown et al., 2005). Consistent with SLT (Bandura,
1977, 1986), specifically the cascading effect of leadership (Bass
et al., 1987), we find a positive relationship between top manage-
ment and supervisory ethical leadership (even when using the split
sample analyses). In addition, we found that top management and
supervisors are both important determinants of employee behav-
iors but that supervisors mediate the relationship between top
management and employee behaviors. Although the data are
cross-sectional, the results suggest that ethical leadership may
flow, or cascade, from the top level of management, to immediate
supervisors, and ultimately to employees (Bass et al., 1987). In
sum, our results are consistent with Weaver et al. (2005) who sta-
ted, ‘‘The ethical influence of top executives may not be so much
through their formal pronouncements as through a ‘trickle-down’
effect—provided, of course, that senior executives make the effort
to see that what ‘trickles down’ is truly representative of their pre-
sumably good ethical intentions” (p. 324).



Table 4
Supervisory ethical leadership as a mediator of top management ethical leadership to group-level outcomes (hypotheses 3a/3b)

Variable Group deviance (Supervisor) Group deviance (Employee) Group OCB (Supervisor) Group OCB (Employee)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Employee FT/PT mean .02 .02 �.08 �.07
Employee group tenure mean .20 .25* �.11 �.16
Employee organization tenure mean �.28* �.30* .12 .14
Group size (log) .05 .06 �.09 �.10
Organization size (log) �.06 �.09 .14 .18*

Supervisor sex .14 .14* �.08 �.10
Supervisor group tenure �.22 �.27* �.07 �.02
Supervisor organization tenure .15 .17 .17 .15
Supervisor social desirability �.21** �.17* .26** .22**

Supervisory ethical leadership �.43*** .31***

Top management ethical leadership .12 .04
R2 .10 .22 .12 .23
DR2 .12*** .11***

F 1.93* 4.10*** 2.47* 4.47***

Employee FT/PT mean �.01 �.04 �.03 .02
Employee group tenure mean .11 .18 .03 �.02
Employee organization tenure mean �.11 �.16 �.05 .00
Group size (log) .04 .06 �.04 �.06
Organization size (log) .04 �.01 �.04 .03
Employee social desirability �.12 .01 .42*** .28***

Supervisory ethical leadership �.44*** .23**

Top management ethical leadership �.01 .28**

R2 .03 .20 .17 .37
DR2 .17*** .20***

F .80 5.58*** 6.00*** 12.87***

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (betas) are shown.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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Practical implications

The findings from this research have a number of practical
implications. Given that ethical leadership is associated with val-
ued organizational outcomes, organizational efforts to foster ethi-
cal leadership should prove fruitful. Our results indicate that
leaders play an important role in the occurrence of both dysfunc-
tional and positive behaviors of employees in organizations
through processes such as modeling behavior and creating, inter-
preting and enforcing of policies. Thus, organizations may want
to consider options such as trying to hire more ethical leaders
and providing training to existing leaders. For example, organiza-
tions may want to employ selection methods for management at
multiple levels that include assessments of integrity, moral stan-
dards, and concern for others. Using integrity tests, structured
interview questions, and in-basket exercises that focus specifically
on ethical dilemmas could increase the likelihood that ethical lead-
ers will be selected into an organization.

A second option for organizations is to invest in ethics training
programs to teach management how to improve ethical behavior.
Organizations often focus training efforts on employees and focus
less attention on training managers at different levels of an organi-
zation (Weaver, Treviño, & Cochran, 1999). Training topics could
include things like communicating the importance of ethics,
rewarding and supporting employees who behave ethically, and
serving as ethical role models. Indeed, training on the key compo-
nents of SLT is likely to prove useful. However, it is important to
note that, based on the results of this research, ethics training pro-
grams provided solely to top management are unlikely to have as
strong an effect on employees. Although ethics training is expected
to trickle-down from top management to employees, this relation-
ship will likely be strongest when immediate supervisors display
ethical behavior. Thus, training interventions should include ethics
programs for both top management and supervisory positions—but
training geared at supervisors and middle managers will likely
have the most direct effect on employees, while training at the
top management level will have the most direct effect on supervi-
sors. Perhaps organizations might even get more out of their train-
ing dollars by focusing efforts on ethics training for supervisors and
middle managers. In sum, ethical training for leaders is important
because research has shown that whereas formal codes of ethics do
not have a strong influence on employee behaviors, day-to-day
interactions with managers do (Treviño et al., 2006).

Another implication of our research relates directly to execu-
tives or top managers. Previous research has shown that some
executives assume that they are always on display and do not
see the need for deliberate ethical modeling (Trevino et al.,
2003). To further complicate matters, Weaver et al. (2005) con-
ducted interviews with managers and found that many of the eth-
ical leaders were reluctant to identify themselves as ethical role
models, but rather talked about just doing what they believed in
or emulating their own role models. Thus, our research may serve
as a wake-up call to executives about the importance of their mod-
eling behavior to the managers that look up to them.

Strengths and limitations

This research has a number of strengths. First, whereas past re-
search has generally focused on ethical forms of leadership and
outcomes at the individual level, we examine the relationship be-
tween ethical leadership and group-level outcomes (for an excep-
tion see Brown & Treviño, 2006b). Second, we examine the effects
of leadership at two levels of the organizational hierarchy to test
our trickle-down model. Third, there is little response bias in test-
ing the hypothesized relationships. We assessed top management
and supervisory ethical leadership from employees and we as-
sessed group deviance and OCB from supervisors. In addition,
when we tested the relationships between top management and
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supervisory ethical leadership, we presented split-sample analyses
that did not have response bias. Fourth, we found consistent re-
sults using both employee and supervisor reports of group devi-
ance and group OCB. These analyses are useful because scholars
have long noted the difficulty in collecting data on sensitive behav-
iors such as deviance (Dalton & Metzger, 1992; Wimbush & Dalton,
1997), and collecting data from supervisors about their work
groups helps address the issue of socially desirable responding.
Fifth, while researchers ‘‘. . .have rarely addressed both types
[counterproductive and positive] of behavior in a single study,”
(Brown & Treviño, 2006a, p. 975) we examine both types of out-
comes in our research. Sixth, we found significant results even with
the low ICC values for the group-level constructs. These low ICC
values indicate that even though there was high within-group
agreement (i.e., rwg values), there was low between-group variabil-
ity and thus we provide a conservative test of the study’s hypoth-
eses. Even with this conservative test, our results were supportive
of our theoretical model. In sum, there are a number of theoretical
and methodological strengths of this research.

Despite these strengths, there are also some limitations of
this research. One limitation is that all data are cross-sectional.
Thus, while our theory suggests that ethical leadership flows
down from top management to immediate supervisors to
employees, it is difficult to make a definitive conclusion regard-
ing causality given the cross-sectional nature of the data. How-
ever, our results are consistent with extant theory and
research that top management leadership cascades down to
employees (Bass, 1990; Bass et al., 1987). A second limitation
is that there was some response bias. Although, as mentioned
above, we sought to address this potential limitation by collect-
ing data from multiple sources, aggregating leadership data, and
using a split-sample technique. A third limitation of this research
is that all the dependent variables were self-report. While devi-
ance and OCB have been linked to important outcomes such as
performance (see Dalal, 2005), future research should examine
objective measures of individual and group performance.

Future directions

Given that research on ethical leadership is still in its early
stages of development, the present study provides important in-
sights into some key issues. However, this study perhaps spurs
more questions than it answers. One important future direction
is to actually measure the theoretical mechanisms described in this
research. For example, while we draw on SLT and SET to make pre-
dictions about the relationships between ethical leadership and
employee outcomes, we did not measure whether employees actu-
ally witnessed and imitated management behavior, nor did we
measure any social exchange mediators such as trust and organiza-
tional justice. Future research should measure such variables to
determine whether there is more definitive support for SLT and
SET within this context.

In addition, to examining the underlying mechanism for eth-
ical leadership effects, it is important to examine boundary con-
ditions of such relationships. For example, during times of
uncertainty or ambiguity, employees may be more apt to look
to their leader for guidance on how to behave (Brown et al.,
2005). Brown et al. note that, ‘‘. . .in situations that are ill-de-
fined, and standards of practice are not well-established, the eth-
ical guidance of leaders should be more important” (p. 132).
Ethical leadership might also be more important in organic ver-
sus mechanistic organizations given that organic organizations
are characterized by more ambiguity and change; therefore, sub-
ordinates are more likely to rely on their leader for ethical guid-
ance. In addition, the role of the top manager may be more
influential in flatter organizations where fewer layers separate
top managers from lower-level employees. Aside from contextual
moderators, there may also be individual difference moderators.
For example, the effect of ethical leadership on subordinate
behavior might be moderated by whether the subordinate is
low or high in moral development. More specifically, employees
high in moral development may be more satisfied and commit-
ted to an ethical leader (Schminke, Ambrose, & Neubaum, 2005),
but employees low in moral development may be more strongly
influenced to behave ethically when they have an ethical leader.
Other boundary conditions that would be interesting to examine
include whether the results of this study would hold in interna-
tional contexts and whether there are different patterns of rela-
tionships in different industries.

Still another issue that this study prompts is whether formal
leadership (top management and supervisors) tends to have the
strongest influence on employee ethical behavior or whether
coworkers exert a stronger influence. Given that the beneficial ef-
fects of modeling ethical behaviors is most likely to occur when
others are closer in proximity, it could be that coworkers’ behav-
iors have the stronger effect on employees (Zey-Ferrell & Ferrell,
1982). Future research should examine the impact of coworkers
on ethical behavior in organizations. In line with the notion that
coworkers may also influence employee behavior, it would be
interesting to examine the influence of multiple determinants of
employee counterproductive and positive behaviors such as codes
of ethics, individual differences, and ethical leadership
simultaneously.

A final issue that would be interesting to examine is the rela-
tionship between ethical leadership and ethical climate (Victor &
Cullen, 1988). Although there has been a considerable amount of
work on ethical climate, there is a dearth of research examining
how behaviors of leaders influence an ethical climate (Grojean
et al., 2004). It would be interesting to examine ethical leadership
as an antecedent of ethical climate in future research.

Conclusions

Given the number of corporate scandals in recent years,
employers are increasingly interested in the ethical behavior of
their employees. The present study suggests that ethical leadership
is associated with less counterproductive behavior and more posi-
tive behavior. An important caveat of this study is that while eth-
ical leadership at all organizational levels is important, immediate
supervisors are the lens through which employees see what the
organization values and therefore they likely have the most direct
influence on employee ethical behavior.
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