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Abstract
Ethical leadership research has primarily relied on social learning and social exchange theories. Although these theories have 
been generative, additional theoretical perspectives hold the potential to broaden scholars’ understanding of ethical leader-
ship’s effects. In this paper, we examine moral typecasting theory and its unique implications for followers’ leader-directed 
citizenship behavior. Across two studies employing both survey-based and experimental methods, we offer support for three 
key predictions consistent with this theory. First, the effect of ethical leadership on leader-directed citizenship behavior is 
curvilinear, with followers helping highly ethical and highly unethical leaders the least. Second, this effect only emerges in 
morally intense contexts. Third, this effect is mediated by the follower’s belief in the potential for prosocial impact. Our find-
ings suggest that a follower’s belief that his or her leader is ethical has meaningful, often counterintuitive effects that are not 
predicted by dominant theories of ethical leadership. These results highlight the potential importance of moral typecasting 
theory to better understand the dynamics of ethical leadership.
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed growing interest in ethical 
leadership, defined as “the demonstration of normatively 
appropriate conduct through personal actions and interper-
sonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to 
followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, 
and decision-making” (Brown et al. 2005, p. 120). Spurred 
in part by high-profile scandals at Enron, Tyco, WorldCom, 
and other organizations, scholars have developed new meas-
ures of ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005), conducted 

comprehensive theoretical reviews (Brown and Mitchell 
2010; Brown and Treviño 2006), and examined ethical 
leadership’s effects on followers’ job satisfaction (Brown 
et al. 2005), willingness to report problems (Brown et al. 
2005), organizational citizenship behavior (Kacmar et al. 
2011; Mayer et al. 2009), job performance (Piccolo et al. 
2010; Walumbwa et al. 2011), and many other outcomes 
(Brown et al. 2005; Fehr et al. 2015; Mayer et al. 2012, 
2009; Schaubroeck et al. 2012; Walumbwa et al. 2011). 
All of these studies suggest that ethical leadership leads to 
beneficial outcomes for followers and organizations (for a 
review, see Ng and Feldman 2015).

To date, ethical leadership research has predominantly 
relied on two theoretical frameworks: social learning 
theory (Bandura 1986) and social exchange theory (Blau 
1964). Social learning theory argues that ethical leaders 
influence their followers by demonstrating the types of 
activities and behaviors that are expected and rewarded 
(e.g., treating followers fairly; talking about how to do 
things the “right” way), encouraging followers to model 
these behaviors and act in kind (Brown et al. 2005; Mayer 
et al. 2012; Piccolo et al. 2010; Schaubroeck et al. 2012). 
Likewise, social exchange theory argues that ethical lead-
ers engender feelings of indebtedness (Kacmar et  al. 
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2011; Mayer et al. 2009) and generate feelings of trust 
(Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009), which in turn spur 
followers to act prosocially and help the organization. For 
example, Mayer et al. (2009) suggested that ethical lead-
ers “engender higher levels of trust [than other leaders] 
and are perceived as fair,” in turn obliging their followers 
to “reciprocate such treatment by behaving in ways that 
benefit the entire work group” (p. 3).

One limitation in using social learning and social 
exchange theories to understand ethical leadership is that 
these perspectives suggest that ethical leadership is uni-
formly positive in its effects (Brown and Mitchell 2010). 
Thus, social learning and social exchange theories preclude 
the investigation of any negative effects that ethical leader-
ship may cause to either the follower or the leader. There-
fore, the hegemony of these theories in the ethical leadership 
literature is not without risk. We suggest that an overreli-
ance on these theories risks overlooking potential effects 
of ethical leadership inconsistent with social learning and 
social exchange perspectives. Moreover, scholars and prac-
titioners have alluded that leadership can be a lonely process 
(Nohria and Khurana 2010) and ethical leaders in particular 
might not always enjoy positive outcomes (e.g., Rubin et al. 
2010). In this paper, we draw from moral typecasting theory 
to theorize a set of effects of ethical leadership that is incon-
sistent with social learning and social exchange theories, yet 
has lasting implications for leader–employee interactions. In 
the parlance of Hollenbeck (2008), we aim to shift scholarly 
consensus on what ethical leadership does and does not do.

Briefly described, moral typecasting theory argues that 
morality is a fundamentally dyadic phenomenon, involv-
ing two distinct parties: a moral agent and a moral patient 
(Gray and Wegner 2009). Consistent with Aristotle’s clas-
sic distinction, moral agents are the causal force through 
which morally laden deeds occur, whether ethical or unethi-
cal, while moral patients are the beneficiaries or victims of 
the moral agents’ deeds (Gray et al. 2007). Moral agents 
relieve others’ suffering and fight for justice or, conversely, 
abuse other people and use them for personal gain. Moral 
patients are the recipients of these moral or immoral acts. 
As recent work by Gray and Wegner (2011) and Gray et al. 
(2012) suggests, moral patients experience positive emotions 
and outcomes when moral agents commit good deeds, and 
negative emotions and outcomes when moral agents com-
mit bad deeds. Most relevant to the current research, moral 
typecasting theory argues that perceptions of moral agency 
and moral patiency are inversely related. Moral agents tend 
not to be perceived as moral patients—in other words, they 
tend to be perceived as relatively invulnerable to the effects 
of others’ actions (Gray and Wegner 2009; Gray et al. 2012). 
Similarly, moral patients tend not to be perceived as moral 
agents—their role in committing moral or immoral deeds 
tends to be downplayed (Gray and Wegner 2009).

Moral typecasting theory makes three interrelated pre-
dictions that are inconsistent with the social learning and 
social exchange perspectives. We briefly introduce these 
predictions here and further develop each one of them in 
the following section of the article. First, moral typecasting 
theory suggests that followers should help their leaders the 
least when they are highly unethical or highly ethical. Sec-
ond, moral typecasting theory suggests that this curvilinear 
effect should be mediated by perceived prosocial impact—
followers’ beliefs that they can have a positive influence on 
their leaders generally. Finally, moral typecasting theory 
suggests that these effects should only emerge in morally 
intense contexts, where followers are most likely to typecast 
their leaders into the role of moral agent.

To investigate these ideas, we begin with a field study of 
leader–follower dyads across a broad range of industries. In 
this field study, we examine the curvilinear effect of ethical 
leadership on leader-directed citizenship behavior, and the 
moderating role of moral intensity. In a follow-up experi-
ment, we manipulate ethical leadership and moral intensity, 
and demonstrate that the moderated curvilinear effect is 
mediated by followers’ perceptions that they have the poten-
tial to help their leaders. Through these studies, we demon-
strate that the effects of ethical leadership in organizations 
are more complex than often assumed. More importantly, 
ethical leadership may produce less desired effects along 
with its positive effects for leaders themselves, denying them 
valuable aid and assistance from their followers. In sum-
mary, by integrating moral typecasting theory into the ethi-
cal leadership literature, we advance scholars’ understanding 
of one impact of ethical leadership on leaders themselves, 
reveal a potential downside of ethical leadership, and high-
light new avenues through which practitioners can accen-
tuate the benefits of ethical leadership while mitigating its 
risks.

Moral Typecasting Theory and Its 
Implications for Ethical Leadership

A well-accepted tenet of social cognitive psychology is that 
we do not perceive the people around us in isolation. Rather, 
our perceptions are guided in part by relational schemas—
“cognitive structures representing regularities in patterns of 
interpersonal relatedness” (Baldwin 1992, p. 461). Through 
these relational schemas we formulate behavioral scripts, 
allowing us to predict how social interactions will unfold 
over time (Baldwin 1992; Fiske 1992; Heider 1958; Wegner 
and Vallacher 1977). Some relational schemas are symmetri-
cal. For example, we assume that if person A belongs with 
B, person B also belongs with A. Other relational schemas 
are asymmetrical. For example, we assume that if person 
A ostracizes person B, person B will feel ostracized. Moral 
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typecasting theory argues that morally laden social inter-
action is associated with a distinct asymmetrical relational 
schema (Gray and Wegner 2009, 2011).

On one side of the relational schema is a moral agent. 
Whether heroes or villains, moral agents commit moral or 
immoral deeds, and through this role exert an impact on oth-
ers. Moral agents are typically viewed in terms of invulner-
ability, independence, and responsibility (Gray et al. 2007; 
Waytz et al. 2010). Moral agents are afforded many respon-
sibilities. It is their responsibility to treat others with kind-
ness and compassion—violations of these responsibilities 
are viewed harshly (Gray and Wegner 2009).

On the other side of the relational schema is a moral 
patient. Whether beneficiaries or victims, moral patients 
are the targets of moral or immoral deeds, and through this 
role experience an array of feelings (e.g., pain and suffering; 
happiness and relief). Moral patients are typically viewed in 
terms of vulnerability, dependency, and rights (Gray et al. 
2007; Waytz et al. 2010). Whereas moral agents are afforded 
many responsibilities, moral patients are afforded many 
rights. Moral patients have the right to be treated to kind-
ness and compassion—violations of these rights are viewed 
harshly (Gray and Wegner 2009).

Due to the asymmetrical nature of this relational schema, 
individuals tend to be perceived as either moral agents or 
moral patients, but not both, at a given time. For example, 
Gray and Wegner (2009) found that small children are both 
likely to be perceived as vulnerable moral patients, and to 
be seen as lacking in responsibility for moral wrongdoing, 
when compared to adults. In the same way, moral agents 
tend not to be seen as moral patients. For example, research 
suggests that people in high power roles are less likely to 
be perceived as recipients of moral or immoral treatment 
(Gray and Wegner 2009). Thus, perceptions of moral agency 
dampen perceptions of moral patiency, and perceptions of 
moral patiency dampen perceptions of moral agency (Bas-
tian et al. 2011; Gray and Wegner 2011). Empirical research 
provides support for the inverse relationship between moral 
agency and moral patiency. In one set of studies, Gray and 
Wegner (2009) found that participants denied moral patiency 
to both ethical (e.g., the Dalai Lama, Martin Luther King Jr.) 
and unethical (e.g., a serial killer) moral agents, perceiving 
them as more immune to external influence than a morally 
neutral target.

In short, moral typecasting theory suggests a fundamen-
tally asymmetrical relationship between moral agents and 
moral patients, providing people with a mental roadmap 
to facilitate their understanding of dyadic, morally laden 
interactions. Delving more deeply, moral typecasting theory 
makes three distinct predictions regarding followers’ interac-
tions with ethical leaders.

Prediction #1: The Effect of Ethical Leadership 
on Leader‑Directed Helping is Curvilinear

Social learning and social exchange theories predict a lin-
ear effect of ethical leadership on leader-directed citizenship 
behavior. We define leader-directed citizenship behavior as a 
special form of interpersonal citizenship behavior (Settoon 
and Mossholder 2002) where the follower helps the leader. 
This helping is general in scope rather than specific to help-
ing the leader to be ethical. According to social learning 
theory, ethical leaders teach their followers the importance 
of being helpful. Followers, in turn, display higher levels of 
citizenship behaviors (e.g., Mayer et al. 2009). Similarly, 
social exchange theory argues that ethical leadership should 
increase followers’ feelings of indebtedness, again implying 
a linear effect on leader-directed citizenship behavior (e.g., 
Kacmar et al. 2011). In contrast to social learning and social 
exchange theories, moral typecasting theory argues that 
reductions in leader-directed citizenship behavior should 
emerge at both low and high levels of ethical leadership.

Ethical and unethical leaders are both quintessential 
moral agents. Ethical leaders demonstrate moral agency 
by setting ethical guidelines (Kalshoven et al. 2011), mak-
ing honest and fair decisions (Yukl et al. 2013), and being 
considerate of their followers’ needs (Brown et al. 2005). 
Unethical leaders demonstrate moral agency by acting in 
the opposite extreme. They ignore ethical guidelines, treat 
their followers unfairly, and ignore or contribute to their fol-
lowers’ suffering (Tepper 2000). When leaders are typecast 
into the role of moral agents, their followers become moral 
patients—the recipients of leaders’ moral and immoral 
actions.1

If highly ethical and highly unethical leaders tend to be 
typecast into the role of moral agent, how might this impact 
the way followers treat them? An interesting implication 
of moral typecasting theory is that both of these extremes 
should discourage followers from helping them in any way 
(e.g., by staying late to help them meet a deadline). Once 
typecast into the role of moral agent, followers should per-
ceive ethical and unethical leaders as less susceptible to 
harm and suffering than other leaders, and therefore less 
in need of their help to succeed. Although ethical leaders 
are subject to work demands and therefore may need assis-
tance, followers’ perceptions that a highly ethical or unethi-
cal leader is generally immune to harm would preclude them 

1 Although most leaders are themselves followers of higher level 
leaders, we suggest that in general a given follower will seldom expe-
rience this first-hand. For instance, a low-level employee will sel-
dom directly observe high-level meetings between his leader and a 
top management team. In other words, on average, leaders are more 
likely to be perceived as moral agents than employees not in leader-
ship positions.
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from believing that they can help the leader in his or her 
various work demands. Follower assistance can extend to 
all of the leader’s work demands generally (rather than only 
those demands with ethical implications). Thus, followers 
might recognize the trials of highly ethical and unethical 
leaders (e.g., heavy workloads), but presume that any help 
they might offer would be ineffectual.

Two meta-analyses provide indirect support for this 
hypothesis. The first finds that perceived victim depend-
ency exhibits a moderate to strong effect on helping behav-
ior, suggesting that people display significantly less helping 
behavior toward independent others (e.g., moral agents) 
than toward dependent others (e.g., moral patients; Born-
stein 1994). The second finds that men, who are generally 
perceived as less vulnerable and dependent than women 
(Broverman et al. 1972), receive less help than women as 
a result of their gender role (Eagly and Crowley 1986). In 
a direct test of moral typecasting theory, Gray and Weg-
ner (2009) used a forced-choice paradigm and found that 
participants were more likely to assign hypothetical pain-
inducing pills to ethical or unethical exemplars with high 
levels of moral agency than to individuals with moderate 
levels of moral agency (e.g., teachers). Since the imposition 
of harm on leaders likely constitutes a rare occurrence in 
most organizations, we propose a more modest hypothesis—
that followers will display less citizenship behavior toward 
highly ethical and highly unethical leaders when compared 
against leaders who fall between these two extremes.2 Inte-
grating moral typecasting theory with the ethical leadership 
literature, we posit the following hypothesis:

H1 There will be an inverted U-shaped relationship between 
ethical leadership and followers’ leader-directed citizenship 
behavior.

At first glance, it might appear that our theorizing is 
inconsistent with extant research which demonstrates a posi-
tive, linear relationship between ethical leadership and fol-
lower citizenship behavior (e.g., Kacmar et al. 2011; Mayer 
et al. 2009; Schaubroeck et al. 2012). We note, however, two 
distinctions between our research and the existing research 
demonstrating the positive, linear effect. First, we ground 
our hypotheses in a novel theoretical framework specifically 
developed from moral psychology (Gray and Wegner 2009, 
2011). As discussed above, we believe that drawing theories 
from the realm of moral psychology is most appropriate for 

ethical leadership research because of the unique character-
istics of human morality (Haidt 2008). In fact, recent puz-
zling findings on ethical leadership challenge the traditional, 
linear predictions of social learning and social exchange the-
ories. For example, researchers found that ethical leadership 
exhibits a curvilinear relationship with follower OCB, such 
that extremely ethical leaders actually elicit lower levels 
of follower OCB compared to moderately ethical leaders 
(Stouten et al. 2013), suggesting a need to consider alterna-
tive theoretical perspectives.

Second, our focus is on leader-directed citizenship, 
whereas prior research has focused on citizenship behavior 
directed toward individuals other than leaders themselves, 
or citizenship behavior toward every person in the organi-
zation, which may or may not include the leader. Like all 
people, leaders respond to positive and negative feedback, 
shifting toward behavior that is rewarded and away from 
behavior that is punished (Dvir and Shamir 2003, 2007). 
Therefore, it is important to develop a deeper understanding 
of how leaders’ ethical behavior might influence how lead-
ers themselves are treated, and the extent to which ethical 
leadership is rewarded versus punished by the organization 
and its followers.

Prediction #2: The Curvilinear Effect Only Emerges 
in Morally Intense Contexts

Our first prediction, if supported, offers initial evidence for 
the validity of moral typecasting theory within the context 
of ethical leadership. However, there are reasons to expect 
that this prediction will be best supported in organizational 
contexts when ethics are particularly salient. Accordingly, 
we introduce moral intensity of the organizational context 
as a key moderating variable.

Jones (1991) defined moral intensity as “a construct 
that captures the extent of issue-related moral imperative 
in a situation” (p. 372). Jones (1991) originally theorized 
moral intensity as having six components (i.e., magnitude 
of consequences, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, 
proximity, social consensus, and concentration of effect). 
Empirical tests of moral intensity, however, have consist-
ently found that the magnitude of consequences, the extent 
to which an individual believes harm (or benefit) may poten-
tially occur due to a moral act, is the preeminent driver of 
ethical judgment. For example, after reviewing available 
studies using the various components of moral intensity, 
Frey (2000) noted that the magnitude of consequences 
component was “a particularly powerful determinant of a 
variety of outcome variables associated with ethical deci-
sion making” (p. 188). Magnitude of consequences is usu-
ally described as the utility of the moral issue or behavior 
that a focal person enacts. For example, killing a human 
being is of higher magnitude of consequence than killing an 

2 Of course, unethical leaders are likely to receive less help from 
their followers for a wide variety of reasons. However, the curvilin-
ear hypothesis is uniquely predicted by moral typecasting theory. For 
instance, social exchange theory might explain why unethical leaders 
receive little help from their followers, but it does not predict a curvi-
linear effect.
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animal. Upon conducting factor analyses on the components 
of moral intensity, McMahon and Harvey (2006) found that 
magnitude of consequences, temporal immediacy, and prob-
ability of effect components loaded onto the same factor. 
They concluded that these three components were actually 
measuring the same construct, what they termed the “prob-
able magnitude of consequences.” Adding further support to 
magnitude of consequences being a primary driver of moral 
intensity, when restricting their measure of moral intensity 
to one factor, McMahon and Harvey (2006) found that only 
the three components related to the probable magnitude of 
consequences were retained. Similarly, Tsalikis, Seaton, and 
Shepherd (2008) measured the relative importance of the 
original six moral intensity components using a conjoint 
experimental design and found the same three components 
(i.e., magnitude of consequences, temporal immediacy, and 
probability of effect, or what McMahon and Harvey (2006, 
2007) refer to as probable magnitude of consequences) 
to be the most important components influencing ethical 
perceptions.

Taken together, these studies suggest that morally intense 
organizations are likely characterized by high-magnitude 
moral consequences for employees’ actions. For example, 
whereas doctors in a hospital can significantly impact the 
well-being of their patients, restaurant employees’ poten-
tial impact on the well-being of their customers is milder 
(Jones 1991). Research suggests that the moral intensity of 
different organizations and industries can vary dramatically 
(Kelley and Elm 2003). For instance, whereas grocery stores 
and restaurants are characterized by relatively low moral 
intensity, military bases, sub-prime mortgage lending insti-
tutions, hospitals, and fire departments are characterized by 
relatively high moral intensity.

A central tenet of moral typecasting theory is that the 
inverse relationship between agency and patiency is more 
likely to emerge in morally intense contexts. In the absence 
of moral content, the relationship is greatly reduced. For 
example, in one study, Gray and Wegner (2009, Study 7) 
demonstrated that amoral agency (i.e., agency without a 
moral component) has a very weak effect on perceptions of 
patiency. This aspect of moral typecasting theory suggests 
that followers will be much more likely to cast their leaders 
into the role of moral agents when the moral intensity of the 
organizational context is high. Support for this argument 
comes from research on moral awareness. Moral awareness 
is defined as “a person’s determination that a situation con-
tains moral content and legitimately can be considered from 
a moral point of view” (Reynolds 2006, p. 233). Research 
supports the notion that the moral intensity of an action is 
directly and positively associated with an awareness of its 
moral content (Butterfield et al. 2000; May and Pauli 2002; 
Reynolds 2006). Thus, although leaders might act ethically 
or unethically in contexts of low moral intensity, followers 

may simply overlook the moral relevance of these behaviors, 
rendering the predictions of moral typecasting theory invalid 
due to a lack of salient moral content.

Consider a manager who vocally refuses to bribe a gov-
ernment official when doing business in a foreign country. 
Followers are more likely to recognize this action as morally 
relevant when the magnitude of consequences is high (e.g., 
firm loses $1,000,000 in revenue) rather than low (e.g., firm 
loses $1000 in revenue; Butterfield et al. 2000; Reynolds 
2006). If leaders’ actions are not perceived as morally rel-
evant in contexts of low moral intensity, then followers are 
unlikely to typecast them as moral agents. The proposed 
interactive effect of ethical leadership and moral intensity 
is also consistent with many anecdotal narratives. Whereas 
ethical business leaders that operate under highly morally 
intense conditions (e.g., James Burke following the Tyle-
nol crisis; police captains in high-crime areas) frequently 
garner media attention, ethical business leaders that operate 
under conditions of low moral intensity are less frequently 
mentioned. In sum, we suggest that high levels of ethical or 
unethical leadership should influence leader-directed citizen-
ship behavior when the follower believes that moral inten-
sity is high, but not when it is low. In other words, highly 
ethical leaders will receive even less help when the follower 
believes that the moral intensity of the organizational context 
is high. Based upon this reasoning, we posit that:

H2 Moral intensity of the organizational context will moder-
ate the inverted U-shaped relationship between ethical lead-
ership and followers’ leader-directed citizenship behavior, 
such that the relationship is strongest among leaders in mor-
ally intense organizational contexts.

Prediction #3: Potential for Prosocial Impact 
Mediates the Moderated Curvilinear Effect

Thus far, we have hypothesized a curvilinear relationship 
between ethical leadership and followers’ leader-directed 
citizenship behaviors, moderated by moral intensity. Given 
the novelty of these hypotheses, it is important to explore the 
underlying mechanism of these effects in order to advance 
our theoretical understanding of ethical leadership and 
provide further support for the particular utility of moral 
typecasting theory. Toward this end, we argue that the mod-
erated, curvilinear effect of ethical leadership on leader-
directed citizenship will be mediated by followers’ beliefs 
that they can have a prosocial impact on their leaders.

Prosocial impact refers to “the subjective experience of 
benefiting others” (Grant and Campbell 2007, p. 667). By 
examining the perceived potential for prosocial impact, we 
focus on followers’ beliefs that they could benefit their lead-
ers if they attempted to do so. Consistent with Grant and 
Campbell’s (2007) definition, we presume that this belief 
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in the potential for benefitting the leader is broad in scope 
as opposed to relegated to one specific domain (e.g., ethical 
decision making). We also presume that followers are most 
likely to help others at work when perceived potential for 
prosocial impact is high, because such prosocial impact will 
confer their behavior with meaning. In contrast, employees 
are less likely to help others when the perceived potential 
for prosocial impact is low (Grant 2007).

As previously reviewed, both highly ethical leaders and 
highly unethical leaders should tend to be typecast as moral 
agents; these leaders are perceived as invulnerable, inde-
pendent, and in need of little assistance to succeed. When 
leaders are typecast into this role, followers are unlikely 
to believe that they can meaningfully impact their lead-
ers’ lives. A follower may feel sorry for a highly ethical 
or (less likely) a highly unethical leader faced with work-
related hardships, but nonetheless fail to assist him or her 
due to a belief that any attempted assistance would have little 
effect on the leader’s well-being. Indeed, a recent experi-
mental study reveals that those who do good or evil later 
appear more powerful (Gray 2010). Anecdotally, it is easier 
to imagine an ordinary person’s actions having a prosocial 
impact on an ordinary leader than on ethical exemplars such 
as Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., or Johnson and Johnson 
CEO James Burke, or on unethical exemplars such as Hitler, 
Mussolini, or Enron CFO Jeffrey Skilling. When followers 
do not believe that their efforts could exert a meaningful 
impact on their leaders, they are unlikely to engage in leader-
directed citizenship behavior. Consistent with this notion, 
studies have found that low beliefs regarding one’s ability to 
have a prosocial impact are associated with reduced effort, 
persistence, and performance at work (Grant 2008a; Grant 
et al. 2007). We therefore posit the following:

H3 The curvilinear interactive effect between ethical lead-
ership and moral intensity on leader-directed citizenship 
behavior is mediated by followers’ perceived potential to 
have a prosocial impact on their leaders.

Research Overview

We conducted two studies to test our theoretical model. 
In Study 1, we collected data from leader–follower dyads 
across a range of industries to test our fundamental argu-
ments—that there will be an inverted U-shaped curvilin-
ear relationship between ethical leadership and followers’ 
leader-directed citizenship behavior (Hypothesis 1), mod-
erated by the moral intensity of the organizational context 
(Hypothesis 2). Although Study 1 was high in external valid-
ity, we conducted a follow-up experiment that allowed us to 
establish causality while maintaining mundane realism (for 
recent experimental studies on leadership, see De Cremer 

et al. 2009; Stouten et al. 2013; van Knippenberg and van 
Knippenberg 2005). In Study 2, we conducted a leader 
scenario experiment to replicate and build upon the Study 
1 findings. In a community sample of working adults, we 
manipulated both ethical leadership and moral intensity, and 
examined the interactive effects of these manipulations on a 
behavioral measure of leader-directed citizenship behavior. 
Study 2 also examined the mediating effect of perceived 
potential for prosocial impact toward the leader (Hypothesis 
3), providing a complete test of our theoretical model.

Study 1

Participants and Procedure

For our first study, we aimed to collect data from leader–fol-
lower dyads across a wide range of industries and organiza-
tions with varying moral intensities. Toward this goal, we 
recruited our participants through the Study Response Pro-
ject. The Study Response Project is a non-profit research 
database maintained by a large private university in the 
United States (see http://www.study respo nse.net for details; 
for recent examples of studies utilizing the Study Response 
data collection method for dyadic data, see Barnes et al. 
2011; Yam et al. 2016). With the assistance of the Study 
Response administrators, we first pre-screened potential 
participants to select those who were working full-time and 
willing to invite their supervisors to participate in a study 
on workplace attitudes. Administrators from the Study 
Response Project then validated all leaders’ email addresses. 
We did not mention ethical leadership in the pre-screening 
procedure to minimize self-selection bias.

A total of 229 leader–follower dyads agreed to partici-
pate and were sent the surveys. The study was successfully 
completed by 175 matched dyads, yielding a response rate 
of 76.4%. The age of the focal employees (64% male; 79.4% 
White) ranged from 24 to 69 (M = 38.79, SD = 9.12). The 
age of the supervisors (69.7% male; 80% White) ranged from 
24 to 77 (M = 42.57, SD = 9.24). Participants were from a 
wide array of industries (e.g., IT, sales, legal, tourism). We 
intentionally recruited participants from multiple industries 
to enhance the generalizability of our findings and ensure 
adequate variance in the moral intensities of participants’ 
organizations. All participants were compensated with $5 
at the end of the survey.

Measures

Ethical Leadership

We measured leaders’ ethical behavior by asking their fol-
lowers to complete Brown et al.’s (2005) ethical leadership 

http://www.studyresponse.net
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scale. This ten item scale is the most widely used in the ethi-
cal leadership literature, and includes items that assess lead-
ers’ ethics regarding both their managerial practices and how 
they behave toward others in general (1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree; α = 0.91). Recent studies have provided 
evidence for the scale’s validity across a wide range of set-
tings and samples (e.g., Mayer et al. 2012). All scale items 
used in this research can be found in Appendix A.

Moral Intensity

Early theorizing on moral intensity proposed a six dimen-
sional framework (Jones 1991). Empirical research, how-
ever, has provided mixed support for the six factor struc-
ture (Frey 2000). We thus adapted a scale from McMahon 
and Harvey (2006), which includes items rooted in three 
dimensions of moral intensity—magnitude of consequences, 
probability of effect, and temporal immediacy. These three 
dimensions form a higher-order factor (what McMahon and 
Harvey refer to as the probable magnitude of consequences) 
which explained the most variance in the moral intensity 
construct and has demonstrated good psychometric prop-
erties. Consistent with early theorizing on moral intensity 
(Jones 1991), we altered McMahon and Harvey’s (2006) 
items to ensure that they could apply equally well to contexts 
with positive vs. negative moral consequences. Followers 
were asked to complete this six-item scale measuring their 
beliefs regarding the moral intensity of their organization 
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.85).

To further ensure that we have sufficient variance for 
moral intensity of the organizational context, we conducted 
the Shapiro–Wilk test to examine whether this construct is 
normally distributed. Results revealed that the construct 
moral intensity is indeed normally distributed (p = 0.22). On 
a percentage basis, 37.9% of participants reported below 
the mid-point (i.e., 4.00), whereas 62.1% reported above the 
mid-point. These results suggest that we have sufficient vari-
ance to detect moderation.

Leader‑Directed Citizenship Behavior

In this research, our focus is on the helping behavior leaders 
receive from their followers, otherwise referred to as leader-
directed interpersonal citizenship behavior. These behaviors 
are reported by the leader themselves about each of their fol-
lowers. To measure this construct, we adapted an eight-item 
person-focused citizenship behavior scale from Settoon and 
Mossholder (2002). This person-focused citizenship behav-
ior scale focuses on behaviors that an employee could direct 
toward a leader regardless of the employee’s task-focused 
competencies, and is thus well-suited for our diverse sample. 
Leaders were specifically asked to assess their agreement 

that the focal follower directs these behaviors toward them 
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.90).3

Control Variables

Research suggests that leader perceptions are influenced 
by age (Doherty 1997), gender (Eagly and Chin 2010), and 
race (Rosette et al. 2008). Similarly, research suggests that 
leader perceptions and leader-directed behavior are influ-
enced by followers’ familiarity with their leaders and the 
length of the leader–follower relationship (Dulebohn et al. 
2012). To ensure that these factors did not unduly influence 
our results, we controlled for leaders’ age, gender, and race 
(leader-reported), as well as the length of the leader–fol-
lower relationship and followers’ familiarity with their lead-
ers (follower-reported). For these last two control variables, 
followers were specifically asked how long they have worked 
with their current leader (M = 4.34 years; SD = 1.00) and 
how well they know their leader (1 = not at all, 5 = very well; 
M = 4.02, SD = 0.73).

Results and Discussion

Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the focal 
variables are presented in Table 1.

We used hierarchical regression analysis to test each of 
our hypotheses. According to Hypothesis 1, the quadratic 
ethical leadership term should exert an effect on leader-
directed citizenship behavior above and beyond the control 
variables and the linear ethical leadership term (Cohen et al. 
2003). We conducted this analysis in two steps. In Step 1, we 
entered the control variables and the linear ethical leader-
ship term. In Step 2, we entered the quadratic ethical lead-
ership term. The quadratic term was significant (β = −2.23, 
p < 0.01; see Table 2), resulting in a significant change in 
R2 (ΔR2 = 0.08, p < 0.01). This result provided support for 
Hypothesis 1. Because the coefficient was negative, the 
results furthermore suggest an inverted, U-shaped curvi-
linear effect. Followers displayed the least leader-directed 
citizenship behavior when their leaders displayed high levels 
of ethical behavior or high levels of unethical behavior.

To test Hypothesis 2, we entered moral intensity in Step 
3 of the regression model. The addition of moral intensity 
did not result in a significant change in R2 (ΔR2 = 0.01, 
p = 0.52). In Step 4, we entered both the linear and quadratic 
interaction terms into the regression model. The quadratic 
interaction term was significant (β = −2.43, p < 0.05; see 

3 We did not use Settoon and Mossholder’s (2002) task-focused scale 
because the items imply that the follower is able to help the leader 
with his or her specific job duties, and many followers might lack the 
knowledge or ability to engage in this type of helping behavior.
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Table 2), resulting in a significant change in R2 (ΔR2 = 0.03, 
p < 0.05). Again, the negative coefficient provided support 
for an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relationship between 
ethical leadership and leader-directed citizenship behavior, 
moderated by moral intensity of the organizational context. 
We graphed this curvilinear interaction at one standard 
deviation above and below the mean of the moderator (see 
Fig. 1). Supporting Hypothesis 2, the decrease in followers’ 
leader-directed citizenship behavior was steepest in morally 
intense organizational contexts.

Study 1 provides support for our theorized curvilinear 
model. Results revealed an inverted U-shaped relationship 
between ethical leadership and followers’ leader-directed cit-
izenship behavior. We also found that this curvilinear effect 
was strongest in morally intense organizational contexts. 

Table 1  Means, standard 
deviations, and correlations of 
the focal variables (Study 1)

N = 175
Alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal
**p < 0.01

Variables Means (SD) 1 2 3 4 5

1. Ethical leadership 3.97 (0.62) (0.91)
2. Leader-directed citizen-

ship behavior
5.52 (0.85) 0.09 (0.90)

3. Moral intensity 4.89 (1.02) 0.43** 0.12 (0.85)
4. Leader familiarity 4.02 (0.73) 0.21** 0.11 0.09 (–)
5. Length of interaction 4.34 (1.00) 0.10 − 0.06 0.03 0.29** (–)

Table 2  Summary of hierarchal regression (Study 1)

a Dummy variable (0 = White, 1 = others)
b Dummy variable (0 = female, 1 = male)
+ p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variables DV = leader-directed citizenship behavior

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β

Age − 0.02 0.01 − 0.15+ − 0.01 0.01 − 0.09 − 0.01 0.01 − 0.07 − 0.01 0.01 − 0.09
Racea − 0.05 0.10 − 0.04 − 0.09 0.09 − 0.07 − 0.08 0.09 − 0.07 − 0.08 0.09 − 0.07
Genderb − 0.24 0.21 − 0.09 − 0.27 0.21 − 0.10 − 0.25 0.21 − 0.09 − 0.28 0.21 − 0.10
Leader familiarity 0.09 0.13 0.06 0.00 0.12 0.00 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.01 0.13 0.01
Length of interaction 0.06 0.10 0.06 0.04 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.10 0.04 0.05 0.10 0.04
Ethical leadership 0.22 0.16 0.11 4.71 1.15 2.35** 4.74 1.15 2.37** 1.98 1.67 0.99
Ethical leadership (quadratic) − 0.60 0.15 − 2.23** − 0.62 0.11 − 2.33** − 0.10 0.17 − 0.47
Moral Intensity 0.07 0.11 0.06 − 0.67 0.63 − 0.49
Ethical leadership X
Moral intensity 0.52 0.28 2.56+

Ethical leadership (quadratic) X
Moral intensity − 0.10 0.04 − 2.43*
Adjusted R2 0.06 0.14 0.15 0.17
ΔR2 0.08** 0.01 0.03*
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Fig. 1  The curvilinear interactive effect between ethical leadership 
and moral intensity of the organizational context on followers’ leader-
directed citizenship behavior (Study 1)
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Although Study 1 provides support for Hypotheses 1 and 
2, the mediating processes underlying the effect were not 
examined. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design limits the 
ability to make causal inferences. We therefore conducted 
a second study to test Hypothesis 3 and obtain stronger evi-
dence for causality in our model by employing an experi-
mental design with a behavioral measure of leader-directed 
citizenship behavior.

Study 2

Study 2 was conducted with three objectives in mind. First, 
we sought to establish causal inferences by employing an 
experimental design. Participants were asked to assume the 
role of a follower in a randomized leader scenario experi-
ment (see Stouten et al. 2013 for a similar leader scenario 
experiment) in which ethical leadership and moral inten-
sity were both manipulated rather than measured. Second, 
whereas previous research on citizenship behavior has 
often assessed self- or other-report citizenship behavior, we 
employed a behavioral measure of leader-directed citizen-
ship behavior to avoid biases associated with survey-based 
measures (e.g., Podsakoff et al. 2013). Finally, we sought to 
examine the role of followers’ perceived potential for proso-
cial impact as a mediator of the curvilinear interactive effect 
of ethical leadership and moral intensity on leader-directed 
citizenship behavior.

Participants and Procedure

Because experiments are often criticized for a lack of gen-
eralizability (Highhouse 2009), we sought to maximize 
the current study’s external validity by recruiting a repre-
sentative sample of working adults who are familiar with 
workplace dynamics. We recruited a total of 187 partici-
pants (Mage = 36.50; 56.1% female; 75.4% White) from a 
mid-sized city in the Western United States. The first author 
and a trained research assistant recruited participants from 
parks and shopping centers on various days throughout the 
week (both weekdays and weekends), and at various time 
throughout the day (both in the morning and in the after-
noon) to maximize the representativeness of the sample. 
The researchers approached participants and advertised the 
survey as a study of “perceptions of leadership.” Participants 
were then provided with a description of the study. To avoid 
demand bias, we did not indicate a focus on ethics, ethical 
leadership, or helping behavior. All participants completed 
the study on a voluntary basis. During the recruitment pro-
cess, we excluded participants who were unemployed or 
employed part-time to ensure that participants were familiar 
with leader–follower dynamics in organizational settings. 
On average, participants reported 15.70 years (SD = 8.08) 

of full-time work experience across a variety of industries 
(e.g., IT, sales).

We employed a 3 (ethical leadership vs. control vs. uneth-
ical leadership) × 2 (high vs. low moral intensity) between-
subjects experiment to test our hypotheses. Participants 
were presented with a vignette detailing the actions of a 
leader at a mid-sized research laboratory. Then, participants 
were instructed to carefully read the vignette and imagine 
themselves, as vividly as possible, as followers of the leader. 
After reading the vignette, participants completed a measure 
of perceived potential for prosocial impact, followed by a 
behavioral measure of leader-directed citizenship behavior. 
Finally, participants completed basic demographic informa-
tion and manipulation check items.

Manipulations and Measures

Ethical Leadership Manipulation

All participants were presented with information about a 
leader working at a mid-sized research laboratory. Partici-
pants were first provided with information about the lead-
er’s background and work duties. In the ethical leadership 
condition, the leader was then described as a person who 
displays behaviors listed on a widely used ethical leader-
ship scale (e.g., makes fair decision and defines success not 
just by results but also the way they are obtained; Brown 
et al. 2005). In the unethical leadership condition, the leader 
was described as a person who displays an opposite set of 
behaviors (e.g., makes unfair decisions and defines success 
by result, but is indifferent about the way they are obtained). 
In the control condition, no mention was made of ethically 
laden behavior. All vignettes used in this study are available 
in Appendix B.

Moral Intensity Manipulation

Among the six dimensions of moral intensity originally 
proposed by Jones (1991), magnitude of consequences has 
received the most attention, and is often characterized as 
the most central component of moral intensity (Frey 2000; 
McMahon and Harvey 2006). We therefore focused on 
manipulating participants’ beliefs regarding the magnitude 
of consequences in our moral intensity manipulation. In the 
high moral intensity condition, we described the organiza-
tion as a medical research laboratory seeking to eradicate 
cancer. In the low moral intensity condition, we described 
the organization as a geological research laboratory seek-
ing to understand unusual rock formations. We reasoned 
that whereas cancer research requires leaders to make high-
impact decisions that could potentially influence millions of 
lives, research on rock formations requires leaders to make 
comparatively low-impact decisions (see Appendix B).
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Perceived Potential for Prosocial Impact

We adapted a six-item measure of perceived prosocial 
impact (Grant 2008b; Grant and Campbell 2007). This meas-
ure captures the belief that the individual can have prosocial 
impact on his or her leader. Whereas the original measure 
focuses on perceived prosocial impact toward one’s job in 
general, we reworded the items to focus on the potential to 
exert a prosocial impact on one’s leader. One item from the 
original scale was omitted because it references the number 
of people impacted by one’s action, which does not apply to 
our research question and context. Sample items from the 
adapted scale include “I feel that I can make a positive dif-
ference in my leader’s life” and “I can have a positive impact 
on my leader on a regular basis” (1 strongly disagree to 7 
strongly agree; M = 3.07, SD = 1.45, α = 0.97; see Appendix 
A for the full scale).

Leader‑Directed Citizenship Behavior

At the end of the study, participants were told that the lead-
er’s organization experienced a budget cut and needed to 
downsize its paid workforce. For this reason, the leader was 
actively seeking volunteers to assist the research lab with its 
daily tasks. Participants were then given the option to help 
the leader by screening potential volunteers’ resumes and 
making recommendations about who to bring in. We told 
participants that their efforts would help the leader tremen-
dously because otherwise the leader would have to stay at 
work late into the evening to screen the resumes himself. We 
also told participants that it would take 2–3 min for them to 
screen a resume and make a recommendation. On average, 
participants agreed to screen 1.14 (SD = 1.59) resumes (for 
similar measures of prosocial behavior, see Greitemeyer and 
Osswald 2010; Twenge et al. 2007).

Manipulation Checks

To ensure that our manipulations were effective, participants 
were asked to indicate a if the leader they read about was 

ethical and b if the work being done by the organization 
had significant ethical implications (1 = strongly disagree to 
7 = strongly agree).

Results and Discussion

Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the focal 
variables are presented in Table 3. Analyses of the manipula-
tion checks suggested that both the moral intensity and ethi-
cal leadership manipulations were successful. Participants 
in the high moral intensity condition (M = 6.02, SD = 0.94) 
rated the work being done by the organization as having 
significantly more ethical implications than participants in 
the low moral intensity condition (M = 3.45, SD = 1.19), 
t(185) = 16.37, p < 0.01. Ratings of the leader’s ethicality 
also differed by condition, F(2, 184) = 308.64, p < 0.01. Post 
hoc analyses (Tukey’s HSD) revealed that participants in the 
ethical leadership condition rated the leader as being signifi-
cantly more ethical (M = 6.28, SD = 0.85) than participants 
in the control (M = 4.95, SD = 1.35) or unethical leadership 
conditions (M = 1.55, SD = 1.06), p < 0.01. In addition, par-
ticipants in the control condition rated the leader as being 
significantly more ethical than participants in the unethical 
leadership condition, p < 0.01.

To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted a 3 × 2 analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) to examine the curvilinear effect of 
ethical leadership on leader-directed citizenship behavior. 
Results revealed a main effect of the leadership manipula-
tion, F(2, 181) = 26.67, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.22, but not moral 
intensity, F(1, 181) = 0.63, p = 0.43. Post hoc comparisons 
(Tukey’s HSD) suggested that participants in the control 
condition engaged in the more leader-directed citizenship 
behavior (M = 2.07, SD = 1.91) than participants in the ethi-
cal leadership (M = 1.13, SD = 1.42) or unethical leadership 
(M = 0.22, SD = 0.58) conditions, p < 0.01. In addition, par-
ticipants in the ethical leadership condition engaged in more 
leader-directed citizenship behavior (M = 1.13, SD = 1.42) 
than participants in the unethical leadership condition 
(M = 0.22, SD = 0.58), p < 0.01. These results provided 
support for Hypothesis 1, suggesting that leader-directed 

Table 3  Means, standard 
deviations, and correlations of 
the focal variables (Study 2)

N = 187
Alpha coefficients are presented on the diagonal
*p < 0.05
a We coded the unethical, neutral, and ethical leadership conditions as 0, 1, and 2 respectively
b 0 = low in moral intensity; 1 = high in moral intensity

Variables Means (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Ethical leadership  manipulationa 1.01 (0.82) (–)
2. Moral intensity  manipulationb 0.50 (0.50) 0.01 (–)
3. Perceived potential for prosocial impact 3.07 (1.45) − 0.01 − 0.12 (0.97)
4. Leader-directed citizenship behavior 1.14 (1.59) 0.08 − 0.09 0.18* (–)
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citizenship behavior decreased when the leader displayed 
high levels of ethical or unethical leadership.

More importantly, results revealed the predicted inter-
action between ethical leadership and moral intensity of 
the organizational context, F(2, 181) = 5.06, p < 0.01, 
η2 = 0.06. As Fig. 2 reveals, participants in the ethical 
leadership/high moral intensity condition engaged in less 
leader-directed citizenship behavior (M = 0.62, SD = 0.85) 
than participants in the control/high more intensity con-
dition (M = 2.27, SD = 1.98), F(2, 181) = 12.66, p < 0.01, 
η2 = 0.13. Leader-directed citizenship behavior did not 
differ between participants in the ethical leadership/low 
moral intensity condition (M = 1.67, SD = 1.69) and con-
trol/low moral intensity condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.85), 
p = 0.64. As predicted, participants in the unethical leader-
ship/high moral intensity condition engaged in less leader-
directed citizenship behavior (M = 0.30, SD = 0.74) than 
participants in the control leader/high moral intensity con-
dition (M = 2.27, SD = 1.98), F(2, 181) = 17.57, p < 0.01, 
η2 = 0.16. Likewise, participants in the unethical leader-
ship/low moral intensity condition engaged in less leader-
directed citizenship behavior (M = 0.13, SD = 0.35) than 
participants in the control leader/low moral intensity con-
dition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.85), F(2, 181) = 14.16, p < 0.01, 
η2 = 0.14. Finally, leader-directed citizenship behavior did 
not differ between participants in the unethical leader-
ship/high moral intensity condition (M = 0.30, SD = 0.74) 
and ethical leadership/high moral intensity condition 
(M = 0.62, SD = 0.85), p = 0.26, but differed between par-
ticipants in the unethical leadership/low moral intensity 
condition (M = 0.13, SD = 0.35) and ethical leadership/
low moral intensity condition (M = 1.67, SD = 1.69), F(2, 
181) = 11.42, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.11. These findings provided 
support for the predicted curvilinear interactive relation-
ship between ethical leadership and moral intensity of 
the organizational context on leader-directed citizenship 

behavior. Specifically, participants engaged in less leader-
directed citizenship behavior when moral intensity of the 
organizational context and ethical leadership were high, 
but the same effect was not observed when moral intensity 
was low. In short, these results supported Hypothesis 2.

To test Hypothesis 3, we utilized the bootstrapping-based 
analytic approach of Edwards and Lambert (2007) and the 
statistical software of Hayes (2013) to test for conditional 
indirect effects at high versus low levels of moral intensity 
(with 1000 resamples). We first utilized a 3 × 2 ANOVA 
to examine whether or not the interactive effect of ethical 
leadership and moral intensity of the organizational context 
exhibited a similar curvilinear effect on perceived potential 
for prosocial impact. Results revealed the predicted interac-
tion between the two factors, F(2, 181) = 20.08, p < 0.01, 
η2 = 0.18. As shown in Fig. 3, pattern of findings for per-
ceived potential for prosocial impact was virtually identi-
cal to the pattern of findings for leader-directed citizenship 
behavior. Results suggested that participants in the ethical 
leadership/high moral intensity condition reported sig-
nificantly lower levels of perceived potential for prosocial 
impact (M = 2.65, SD = 0.98) than participants in the con-
trol/high moral intensity condition (M = 4.74, SD = 0.71), 
F(2, 181) = 6.13, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.04. As predicted, perceived 
potential for prosocial impact did not differ between partici-
pants in the ethical leadership/low moral intensity condition 
(M = 3.68, SD = 0.91) and participants in the control leader/
low moral intensity condition (M = 4.27, SD = 0.47), F(2, 
181) = 2.92, p = 0.09. In short, these results suggested that 
the patterns of the curvilinear interactive effect between 
ethical leadership and moral intensity of the organizational 
on perceived potential for prosocial impact were similar to 
those on leader-directed citizenship behavior, providing ini-
tial evidence that perceived potential for prosocial impact 
might mediate the curvilinear interactive relationship.
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To test H3 in an integrated fashion, we entered the 
quadratic ethical leadership term as the independent 
variable, moral intensity as the first-stage moderator, 
perceived potential for prosocial impact as the media-
tor, leader-directed citizenship behavior as the dependent 
variable, and controlled for the linear ethical leadership 
term using Hayes (2013)’s statistical software. The logic 
for controlling the linear predictor is the same as if the 
analyses were conducted via hierarchal regression (i.e., 
Study 1; Cohen et al. 2003). Results suggested that the 
conditional indirect effects of perceived potential for 
prosocial impact were significant in both models. When 
moral intensity was high, the indirect effect of perceived 
potential for prosocial impact was − 2.44 (SE = 0.33, 95% 
CI = − 3.12 to − 1.88). When moral intensity was low, 
the indirect effect of perceived potential for prosocial 
impact was − 1.05 (SE = 0.29, 95% CI = − 1.68 to − 0.54). 
However, the difference between the two indirect effects 
was also significant, t = 18.39, p < 0.01. These results 
suggested that perceived potential for prosocial impact 
mediated the curvilinear interactive effect between ethical 
leadership and moral intensity on leader-directed citizen-
ship behavior, and that the mediating effect was stronger 
when moral intensity of the organizational context was 
high.

General Discussion

Recent research, drawing primarily from social learning 
theory and social exchange theory, has shown that ethical 
leadership can have broad and far-reaching positive effects 
(Brown and Mitchell 2010). Though useful, neither of 
these theories is specific to the moral domain but applies 
to the social contexts in general. Decades of research sug-
gest that the moral relevance of an action dramatically 
influences how it is perceived and responded to (Haidt 
2008), suggesting the need to understand ethical leader-
ship through the lens of morality-specific theories. Draw-
ing from moral typecasting theory, we found support for a 
curvilinear-moderated mediation model that explains when 
and why ethical leadership influences the amount of help 
leaders receive from their followers. First, we found that 
followers are least likely to help their leaders when they 
display high levels of unethical behavior or high levels 
of ethical behavior. Second, we found that this effect is 
most likely to emerge in morally intense organizational 
contexts. Third, we found that this interactive curvilin-
ear effect is mediated by followers’ perceptions that they 
can exert a prosocial impact on their leaders. Below, we 
discuss the theoretical and practical implications of these 
findings.

Theoretical Implications

Our research contributes to the ethical leadership literature 
in several ways. First, by invoking a theoretical perspective 
not used before to approach ethical leadership, we bring 
attention to one of ethical leadership’s potentially negative 
consequences for leaders. Within the ethical leadership liter-
ature, scholars have displayed a consistent focus on the posi-
tive effects of ethical leadership. Although useful, this focus 
is problematic to the extent that it ignores more nuanced 
implications of ethical leadership, including its potential 
negative effects. Research on transformational leadership 
and other prominent leadership styles has long acknowl-
edged the potentially negative effects of generally desirable 
behaviors (for a review, see Tourish 2013), but ethical lead-
ership scholars have remained unilaterally optimistic about 
the consequences of ethical leadership. Indeed, scholars have 
only recently begun to examine the potential negative effects 
of ethical leadership, demonstrating that highly ethical lead-
ers can at times lead their followers to act unethically (Miao 
et al. 2013) or engage in less citizenship toward their peers 
(Stouten et al. 2013). Our results add a unique insight into 
this discussion by (a) emphasizing the negative implica-
tions of ethical leadership for leaders themselves, and (b) 
utilizing moral typecasting theory to identify key boundary 
conditions and mechanisms of this effect. Importantly, our 
findings are in sharp contrast with the predictions of social 
learning (e.g., Brown et al. 2005) and social exchange (e.g., 
Walumbwa et al. 2011) theories. Whereas these theories 
posit unilaterally positive effects of ethical leadership, moral 
typecasting theory offers a more nuanced set of implications 
consistent with our empirical findings. More generally, our 
findings also suggest that leaders need help from their fol-
lowers to succeed (Fletcher 2004).

Second, we contribute to the ethical leadership lit-
erature by redirecting scholarly attention toward leaders 
themselves. Research on ethical leadership and leadership 
in general has tended to focus exclusively on leadership’s 
effects on leaders’ followers, work groups, and organiza-
tions (for a review, see Avolio et al. 2009). If leadership 
can be learned (Doh 2003), then the rewards and punish-
ments leaders receive for their ethical actions might play 
a critical role in the continuance of ethical behavior. For 
example, perhaps some ethical leaders consistently display 
ethical behavior at work because it is valued by senior 
management (Rubin et al. 2010). Conversely, some leaders 
may not wish to be cast into the role of ethical leader if 
the role equates to fewer followers helping them through 
their own trials and tribulations as our study suggests. This 
theoretical implication leads to an even more fascinating 
question: does ethical leadership shape followers’ behav-
iors, or do followers’ behaviors shape ethical leadership? 
Whereas past research suggests that followers’ behaviors 
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are outputs of ethical leadership, our findings suggest that 
followers’ behaviors can potentially be inputs for ethical 
leadership. Thus, the feedback leaders receive from their 
followers might partly explain why many leaders do not 
choose to explicitly discuss and demonstrate ethics at work 
(Bird and Waters 1989). Accordingly, this study provides 
a unique perspective on how moral typecasting, and its 
accompanying relational schema, allow followers to create 
or influence ethical leadership. This finding is consistent 
with a larger literature that identifies followers as co-cre-
ators of leader behavior (Uhl-Bien 2006; Uhl-Bien et al. 
2014). We suggest that our research represents a promising 
first step in increasing our understanding of the formation 
of ethical leadership and hope to spark additional research 
in examining the role of followership in the development 
and sustainment of ethical leadership.

Our third contribution to the ethical leadership litera-
ture lies in our incorporation of context as a key boundary 
condition of ethical leadership’s effects. In recent years, 
scholars have called for greater attention to the role of 
the social context in leadership research (Avolio 2007). In 
both of our studies, we demonstrated that the curvilinear 
relationship between ethical leadership and leader-directed 
citizenship behavior is strongest in morally intense organi-
zational contexts. This finding suggests that the positive 
effects of ethical leadership on followers might also be 
strongest when leaders and followers are working in mor-
ally intense contexts. For example, ethical leaders might 
be most likely to encourage whistleblowing in morally 
intense organizational contexts, as the potential conse-
quences of whistleblowing are particularly high (Jones 
1991). From a practical perspective, the impact of moral 
intensity suggests that scholars should direct their efforts 
toward conducting ethical leadership research in mor-
ally intense contexts (e.g., military, healthcare) whenever 
possible.

Finally, our research contributes to the ethical leader-
ship literature by highlighting the importance of follow-
ers’ beliefs regarding their potential for prosocial impact. 
Although previous research has demonstrated the power-
ful effect of prosocial impact on performance, effort, and 
persistence (Grant 2008a; Grant et al. 2007), a direct link 
between perceived potential for prosocial impact and citi-
zenship behavior is lacking in the literature. Our research 
indicates that followers are less likely to engage in citizen-
ship behavior when they do not think that their citizenship 
behavior can have a meaningful impact on their leaders. In 
light of this, it is possible that ethical leaders may be able 
to promote followers’ leader-directed citizenship behaviors 
by, as Grant and Gino (2010) suggest, explicitly acknowl-
edging the importance of their help and ensuring that they 
possess the skills needed to exert a prosocial impact.

Practical Implications

Ethical leadership development and training is one of the 
most important pedagogies among contemporary leadership 
scholars (Ashforth et al. 2008).

Although ethical leadership is negatively associated 
with followers’ leader-directed citizenship behavior, it is 
positively associated with leaders’ promotability to senior 
management positions (Rubin et al. 2010). Furthermore, 
from a utilitarian perspective, we expect that the aggre-
gated positive effects of ethical leadership far outweigh the 
negative effects found in this research. Thus, we suggest 
that organizations can use the findings from this study to 
augment their training programs. By becoming aware that 
decreased leader-directed citizenship behavior as a poten-
tial downside to ethical leadership, organizations can protect 
against such negative effects by proactively training their 
leaders to express their own vulnerability and seek for their 
followers’ help.

Limitations and Future Directions

As with all research, our studies are not without their limi-
tations, highlighting several fruitful avenues for future 
research. First, our studies are limited in their focus on 
moral intensity as the primary moderator of ethical leader-
ship’s effects. In addition, when manipulating moral inten-
sity experimentally in study 2, we were constrained to only 
manipulating one of the components of moral intensity, 
magnitude of consequences. Although research suggests 
that this is one of the most predictive components of moral 
intensity (Frey 2000; McMahon and Harvey 2006, 2007; 
Tsalikis et al. 2008), we do potentially sacrifice breadth. 
Future research should consider a much broader set of mod-
erating factors to further enhance our understanding of ethi-
cal leadership and the boundaries of its effects. For example, 
a strong leader–follower exchange relationship might offset 
the negative effect of moral typecasting. In addition, because 
perceived potential for prosocial impact is the underlying 
mechanism that drives the curvilinear interactive effect we 
uncovered, perhaps followers who are higher in moral self-
efficacy are also more confident with their abilities in exert-
ing a meaningful prosocial impact on their leaders, thereby 
counteracting the moral typecasting effect (Caprara and 
Steca 2005).

Second, our study focuses solely on followers in the 
role of moral patient and leaders in the role of moral 
agent in a given leader–follower relationship. Although 
moral typecasting theory suggests followers and leaders 
would typically be typecast as such and that those roles 
would be fairly stable over time, the roles of moral agent/
patient and leader/follower are independent of each other. 
Accordingly, future research should consider under what 
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circumstances followers might be considered by onlook-
ers as moral agents, including by their own leaders. For 
example, exogenous shocks such as the promotion of a 
follower to a higher status position might cause him or her 
to be seen as a moral agent. Changes to a leader’s status 
might also trigger a change in how he or she is typecast.

Third, another limitation of our research is our reli-
ance on perceived potential for prosocial impact as our 
principle mediator (i.e., a follower belief). Notably, we 
only tested this mediator in the lab experiment and our 
results would be stronger if we had tested for it in the 
field study as well. In addition, moral typecasting theory 
suggests that other mediators might also be plausible. For 
example, perhaps followers are unable to empathize with 
highly ethical and unethical leaders’ suffering at work, 
but are able to empathize with leaders who are moderately 
ethical but flawed. Indeed, the emotional response that 
is hypothesized to be least associated with moral agency 
is sympathy—a moral emotion generally reserved for 
moral patients (Gray and Wegner 2010). It is therefore 
plausible that the current findings could be mediated 
by a lack of sympathy toward the highly ethical leader-
ship. Similarly, future research can also examine positive 
emotions such as inspiration or elevation elicited by the 
highly ethical leader. Past research suggests that these 
positive emotions are not target specific (Vianello et al. 
2010) and therefore ethical leader-elicited elevation might 
encourage followers to do good, but only toward others as 
moral typecasting theory would predict. Future research 
can further advance our understanding of the effects of 
moral typecasting on ethical leadership by exploring these 
underlying emotional processes, along with other poten-
tial mediating mechanisms.

Finally, although ethicality is especially emphasized in 
ethical leadership theories, it is also a component in many 
other leadership styles (Avolio et al. 2009). If ethical-
ity is a shared component across many desirable leader-
ship styles, our results suggest that the moral typecasting 
effect might also apply to other leadership styles, such as 
transformational leadership. In addition, consistent with 
dyadic or relational perspectives of leadership (i.e., rela-
tional leadership theory, Uhl-Bien 2006; LMX; Graen and 
Uhl-Bien 1995), research has shown that ethical leader-
ship is positively related to the quality of the leader–fol-
lower relationship (Walumbwa et al. 2011). In light of the 
implications of moral typecasting theory, further research 
should explore how the quality of the leader–member 
relationship influences follower helpfulness toward the 
leader in morally intense contexts. In short, we believe 
that future research can greatly expand the applicability 
of moral typecasting theory to other leadership frame-
works beyond ethical leadership.

Conclusion

In this research, we have introduced moral typecasting 
theory as a new framework in the study of ethical lead-
ership, emphasizing the moderating role of the organi-
zational context, focusing on one implication of ethical 
leadership for leaders themselves, and identifying a new 
mechanism for ethical leadership’s effects. Each of these 
extensions suggests new directions for ethical leadership 
research, moving beyond current theoretical frameworks 
and conceptualizations of ethical leadership’s nomological 
net. Although our results suggest that ethical leadership 
can have negative implications, we emphasize our hope 
that these findings do not discourage organizations from 
developing ethical leaders, but rather help organizations 
proactively manage its perils.

Appendix A: Items in Scales

Ethical leadership (Pilot Study and Study 1; Brown et al. 
2005)

 1. My supervisor conducts his/her personal life in an ethi-
cal manner

 2. My supervisor defines success not just by results but 
also the way that they are obtained

 3. My supervisor listens to what employees have to say
 4. My supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethi-

cal standards
 5. My supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions
 6. My supervisor can be trusted
 7. My supervisor discusses business ethics or values with 

employees
 8. My supervisor sets an example of how to do things the 

right way in terms of ethics
 9. My supervisor has the best interests of employees in 

mind
 10. When making decisions, my supervisor asks “what is 

the right thing to do?”

Moral intensity (Study 1; adapted from McMahon and 
Harvey 2006)

1. The consequences of my organization’s actions (positive 
or negative) are significant

2. The overall good or bad produced by my organization’s 
actions is very high

3. There is a high likelihood that my organization’s actions 
help or harm people
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4. The decisions that my organization makes are likely to 
help or harm many people

5. My organization’s actions are likely to help or harm peo-
ple in the immediate future

6. The positive or negative effects of my organization’s 
actions are likely to be felt very quickly

Leader-directed citizenship behavior (Study 1; adapted 
from Settoon and Mossholder 2002)

1. My supervisee listens to me when I have something to 
get off my chest

2. My supervisee takes time to listen to my problems and 
worries

3. My supervisee takes a personal interest in me
4. My supervisee shows concern and courtesy toward me, 

even under the most trying business situations
5. My supervisee takes an extra effort to understand the 

problems I face
6. My supervisee goes out of the way to make me feel wel-

come
7. My supervisee tries to cheer me up when I am having a 

bad day
8. My supervisee compliments me when I succeed at work

Perceived potential for prosocial impact (Study 2; 
adapted from Grant 2008a; Grant and Campbell 2007)

1. I feel that I can make a positive difference in John’s life
2. I can really make John’s life better
3. I am very aware of the ways in which I can benefit John
4. I am very conscious of the positive impact that I can 

have on John
5. I can have a positive impact on John on a regular basis

Moral agency (Pilot Study; adapted from Gray and 
Wegner 2009)

1. My supervisor is responsible for his/her own behavior
2. My supervisor’s behavior is intentional
3. My supervisor deserves the praise/blame for the action 

he/she commits

Moral patiency

1. My supervisor is in frequent need of help
2. My supervisor is very dependent on the help of others
3. My supervisor often requires the assistance of others to 

succeed
4. My supervisor needs other people to succeed
5. My supervisor cannot manage things well on his/her 

own

Appendix B: Study 2 Leadership Vignettes

High Moral Intensity/High Ethical Leadership 
Condition

John is Chief Director of a medical research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employ-
ees working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to 
conduct research to help eradicate cancer in the United 
States. In the past few years, his lab’s research has made 
major medical advances, influencing government policy 
and promising to improve the lives of thousands of people.

As a leader of the team, John always has the best inter-
ests of his employees in mind and always listens to what 
employees have to say. The decisions he makes at work are 
widely regarded as fair. He defines success not just by results 
but also the way they are obtained. John’s employees often 
regard him as a person who leads with moral conviction. 
Several visitors to his lab have also made praiseworthy com-
ments about the values that underlie his leadership.

High Moral Intensity/Control Condition

John is Chief Director of a medical research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employ-
ees working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to 
conduct research to help eradicate cancer in the United 
States. In the past few years, his lab’s research has made 
major medical advances, influencing government policy 
and promising to improve the lives of thousands of people.

High Moral Intensity/Low Ethical Leadership 
Condition

John is Chief Director of a medical research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employ-
ees working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to 
conduct research to help eradicate cancer in the United 
States. In the past few years, his lab’s research has made 
major medical advances, influencing government policy 
and promising to improve the lives of thousands of people.

As the leader of the team, John rarely keeps the best 
interests of his employees in mind and rarely listens to 
what employees have to say. The decisions he makes at 
work are widely regarded as unfair. He defines success by 
results, but is indifferent about the way they are obtained. 
John’s employees often regard him as a person who leads 
without moral conviction. Several visitors to his lab have 
also made critical comments about the values that underlie 
his leadership.
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Low Moral Intensity/High Ethical Leadership 
Condition

John is Chief Director of a geology research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employees 
working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to conduct 
research to help identify different types of rock formations. 
In the past few years, his lab’s research has made some mod-
erate advances, increasing geologists’ understanding of rock 
formations.

As a leader of the team, John always has the best interests 
of his employees in mind and always listens to what employ-
ees have to say. The decisions he makes at work are widely 
regarded as fair. He defines success not just by results but also 
the way they are obtained. John’s employees often regard him 
as a person who leads with moral conviction. Several visitors 
to his lab have also made praiseworthy comments about the 
values that underlie his leadership.

Low Moral Intensity/Control Condition

John is Chief Director of a geology research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employees 
working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to conduct 
research to help identify different types of rock formations. 
In the past few years, his lab’s research has made some mod-
erate advances, increasing geologists’ understanding of rock 
formations.

Low Moral Intensity/Low Ethical Leadership 
Condition

John is Chief Director of a geology research laboratory in 
the United States. He currently has 50 full-time employees 
working in his laboratory. The mission of his lab is to conduct 
research to help identify different types of rock formations. 
In the past few years, his lab’s research has made some mod-
erate advances, increasing geologists’ understanding of rock 
formations.

As the leader of the team, John rarely keeps the best 
interests of his employees in mind and rarely listens to what 
employees have to say. The decisions he makes at work are 
widely regarded as unfair. He defines success by results, but is 
indifferent about the way they are obtained. John’s employees 
often regard him as a person who leads without moral convic-
tion. Several visitors to his lab have also made critical com-
ments about the values that underlie his leadership.
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