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INTRODUCTION
Moral voice (MV) is employees’ proactive ethical behavior (Lee, et al., 2017). It seems promising for managing

ethical transgressions prevalent in organizations that are considered as “ethical obstacles” to organizational
performance (Price & Van der Walt, 2013). MV reminds of the concept of voice introduced by Van Dyne
and LePine (1998) because it aims to improve organizational performance. These authors define voice as a
non-obligatory behavior that can be a source of organizational effectiveness. Voice is raised with a positive intention
yet it might be perceived by a supervisor as a challenge to their expertise and become a source of disagreement and
conflict (Detert & Burris, 2007). It implies that employees need a supervisor’s encouragement to engage themselves
in voice behavior.

MV can work as an “effective solution” (Alshehri & Elsaied, 2022; Price & Van der Walt, 2013; Yandle, 2010;
Zheng et al., 2019) for organizational issues, if organizations have the capacity to integrate these voices effectively
into their decision making (Zhou & George, 2001). Researchers have examined that organizations promote MV
among employees as a desirable outcome concerning ethical leadership (EL) (Afsar & Shahjahan, 2018; Lee et
al., 2021; Lee et al., 2017), authentic leadership (Hanna et al., 2011) and virtuous leadership (Alshehri & Alsaied,
2022). Parker et al. (2010) stated that leadership could be an effective predictor of employees’ voice behavior.

MV can prevent exploitative working environments, created by unfair and unethical organizational practices
(Tams & Gentile, 2020). It is defined as employees’ speaking out against such practices and incidents that they
believe will negatively affect the well-being of organizations and employees (Frommer et al., 2021). Employees’
practice of moral voice is a proactive practice and entails an inherent risk of retaliation by the target of moral voice
(Morrison, 2014). Despite this element of fear, risk and sensitivity associated with MV, scholars are paying attention
to factors which can promote MV; they believe that it can contribute to long-term advantages of organizations

∗Corresponding author: Khawar Sultana
†Email: Khawar.sultana@umt.edu.pk

c© 2023 The Author(s). Published by IJBEA. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.24088/IJBEA-2023-81004&domain=pdf
Khawar.sultana@umt.edu.pk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


Sultana et al. - Perceived ethical leadership and moral voice .....

(Simola, 2018). In view of these challenges and promising, it is viable to consider MV as an ethical decision
making process (Schwartz, 2016). It is, like other ethical and pro-social behaviors, contingent upon moral courage
(MC) (Comer & Vega, 2015; Hanna et al., 2011).

MC is defined as “a malleable character strength that provides a motivation to commit to moral principles,
under condition where the actor is aware of the objective dangers involved in supporting those principles, that
enables the endurance of that danger, in order to act ethically or resist pressure to act unethically, as required to
maintain those principles” (Hanna et al., 2011, p.56). MV is a virtue which adds value to employees’ personal and
professional development, augment their moral strength and competence to adhere to their own values and norms,
and promote right behaviors (Ciulla, 2020; Murray, 2010). In general, employees are aware of the inherent risk of
retaliation, damaged relationships, and reputation, stress, anxiety and resultant social isolation, which may deter
them from showing moral courage (Afsar et al., 2019; Detert & Burris, 2007; Jam. 2010; Osswald et al., 2010;
Lamiani et al., 2017; Sekerka et al., 2009).

A common understanding which emerges from above-mentioned studies is that contextual factors like ethical
culture (Zhang et al., 2009) and leadership could promote or impede employees’ intention to be courageous
(Afsar et al., 2019; Skopak, & Hadzaihmetovic, 2022), paving the way to promote virtuous behaviors and demote
misbehavior (Roszkowska & Mele, 2021). An interaction between individuals’ characteristics or attributes and the
contextual factors, may influence their decision-making process (Cheng et al., 2019). Following Craft (2013) and
Schwartz (2016) we consider moral voice as an ethical decision making and examine the role of employees’ moral
courage in the association between EL and MV. EL, as a moral person and moral manager (Brown et al., 2005),
has been empirically associated with several employees’ positive behaviors (see Lemoine et al., 2019). However,
to the best of our knowledge there is a lack of empirical evidence of the mediating effect of moral courage in the
association between EL and MV.

Universities are facing huge pressure of competitiveness in terms of quality of education and ranking which
trickles down to faculty members. To come up with this challenge and survive in this environment, faculty members
may experience pressures to reach goals and achieve targets. It might give rise to ethical dilemmas which can be
in conflict with their academic work ethics and organizational goals. Given the legitimacy of higher education
institutions, encouraging moral voice as a means to control such practices among employees might help them
reduce such dilemmas.

Further to that, the institutional, social, psychological and cultural features in Asian context are different from
those of the Western context (Barkema et al., 2015). Brown and Mitchel (2010) have suggested examining leadership
models in such a cultural context and extend the knowledge about outcomes of leadership. In a collectivist and
power-distance culture, employees may become more conscious about the consequent retaliation, low-performance
rating, and bias from peers; they may find it hard to resist unethical actions of others (Cabana & Keptein, 2021;
Morales, 2018). Subordinates might experience a non-responsiveness for their voices from the side of management
(Detert & Trevino, 2010). These factors can adversely affect the moral cognitive process, inclinations and moral
voice decision of employees (Hu et al., 2018; Moore et al., 2019). It implies that reducing unethical practices via
a moral voice requires a leadership that can stimulate moral courage among employees. Fostering a moral voice
among faculty members can help universities reduce ethical transgressions and foster an ethical work environment
that can be a source of their good reputation and competitive performance (Cabana & Keptein, 202; Farooqi et al.,
2017).

Previous studies have examined moral efficacy (Afsar & Shahjehan, 2018; Lee et al., 2017), constructive
cognition and moral efficacy (Frommer et al., 2012), supervisors’ support (Parker et al., 2006) as a pathway to
moral voice with various value-based leadership types (Ashehri & Elsaied, 2022; Kroustalis, & Subeniotis, 2021).
To date a few studies have examined moral courage as a predictor of moral voice (May et al., 2014) and as an
underlying mechanism of moral voice, under the influence of EL. Scholars suggest that leadership can strongly
predict followers’ moral courage (Qian et al., 2015) while moral courage is a psychological predictor of moral
actions (Hanna et al., 2011). Hence, examining whether EL can affect MV directly or through the underlying
mechanism of MC, may yield important findings. Followers’ acquisition of various ethical behaviors under the
influence of various types of leadership, has been mainly examined from the theoretical perspective of social
learning theory and social exchange theory (Hoch et al., 2018; Lemoine et al., 2019). Recently scholars are
recommending to examine these processes from the theoretical lens of social cognitive theory (SCT) (Bedi et
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al., 2016) which postulates a triadic reciprocal interaction among environmental, personal and behavioral factors
(Bandura, 1999).

Given the above limitations and recommendations, the purpose of this study is to examine how far an ethical
leader as a moral manager and moral person can stimulate followers’ moral courage which converts their intentions
to act ethically into moral voice behavior. We intend to make four contributions through this study. First, we derive
our theoretical model from social cognitive theory to contribute to the emerging debate on moral courage literature
by showing that EL affects an actor’s ethical decision-making competence (Schwartz, 2016), moral strength, and
psychological inclination to act ethically (Islam, 2020) and thereby raise MV. It delineates a process that may
strengthen moral courage (Goud, 2005; Hanna et al., 2011; Sekerka & Baggozi, 2007). It identifies that EL and
MC promote the moral voice as moral and extra-role behavior in organizational context (DeCremmer & Moore,
2020). It provides evidence of moral courage as an underlying mechanism which can promote the MV perspective
(Lee et al., 2015). Secondly, this study establishes the transformative potential of EL from the SCT perspective
(Gerpott et al., 2017). It implies that EL can shape an organizational context of “being moral instead of just doing
moral” (Badaracco, 2011), control undesirable outcomes (Kaptein, 2008) and promote ethical behaviour as a basis
to ethical culture (Ullah et al., 2022).

Thirdly, we conduct this study in response to the call for examining “more variables’ ’ for a comprehensive
explanation of the relationship between EL and MV (Afsar & Shahjehan, 2018). We also considered the call for
examining employees’ attributes like MC interacting with EL (contextual factor) as a predictor of moral behavior,
i.e., MV, from the theoretical lens of SCT (Bedi et al., 2016).

Lastly, by examining the association between EL and employees’ MV in the selected context, this study
addresses the growing concern for conducting indigenous research about employees’ perceptions of EL and
employee-related positive outcomes from moral relativism (Lukes, 2008) and cultural diversity (Rousseau & Fried,
2001) perspectives. It reveals the contextual disparity of this process in a non-western context. The collectivist
and power-distance attributes of Pakistani culture may add to the understanding of the effect of EL on MV. The
rest of the article presents literature reviews related to variables of interest as theoretical background to develop
hypotheses, method, results and discussion, along with the practical and theoretical implications.

Social Cognitive Theory Approach to Ethical Leadership, Moral Voice and Moral Courage

Social cognitive theory posits that the environment, person (cognition) and behavior are causally related to
each other. It provides a promising framework to understand the proposed relationship between ethical leadership,
moral courage and moral voice. Figure 1 displays the triadic model of Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) proposed
by Bandura (1991, 2001). Bandura (1991: 20) argues that personal factors/attributes/agency and behaviours of
an individual are influenced by the environment in two ways. First, as per the model (Figure 1), environmental
factors (context, culture, leadership etc.) function in the form of social influence and affect individuals’ behaviour.
Secondly, both employees’ attributes and behaviour can be influenced by environmental factors indirectly (Bandura,
1977, 1991, 2001). It implies that change in individuals’ behaviour can be better understood by focusing on the
mechanism between the stimuli (EL) and responses (moral voice). The cognitive thinking of an individual (feelings,
emotions, or intuitions) will lead followers to appreciate the behaviour of the role model and internalize the values
associated with that behaviour; it will activate their self-regulatory agency. They will start behaving according to
these values to be in harmony with the environment.

Figure 1: Social cognitive model of ethical leadership
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HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
Ethical Leadership and Moral Voice

Extant studies indicate that ELs, with their belief in collective well-being, create a relational context that is
conducive to promoting ethical behaviors (Bakar & Omillion-Hodges, 2020; Mayer et al., 2012) and extra-role
behaviors like voice (Tu & Lu, 2014). Ethical leadership is defined as "the demonstration of normatively appropriate
conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers
through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown, Trevino & Harrison, 2005, p.120).
Organ (1988) and Van Dyne and LePine (1998) posit that moral voice is a discretionary behavior. Employees
express their voice when they are unsatisfied with the prevalent state of affairs and come up with suggestions to
improve them (Avey et al., 2012). Extant research studies have focused on organizational factors like leadership, in
explaining discretionary behaviors (Fernandes et al., 2021; Resick et al., 2013; Shah et al., 2019; Sholikhah et al.,
2019).

Social cognitive theory proposes that the appreciation, rewards, freedom to come up with ethical concerns, and
support can also represent the organizational environment (Bandura, 1991). These elements are present in EL’s
practices as a moral person and moral manager which establish his/her legitimacy and credibility (Brown et al.
2005; De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). Thus EL functions as an environmental factor, interacts with subordinates
and brings awareness about ethical standards among subordinates while interacting with them. These multiple
sources add to subordinates’ knowledge of the right and guide their actions (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).

As per the model (Figure 1), environmental factors (context, culture, leadership etc.) function in the form
of social influence and affect individuals’ behaviour. Therefore, we argue that followers observe a threat to
organizational well-being, they raise their moral voice:

H1: Ethical leadership is positively associated with employees’ moral voice.

Mediating Role of Moral Courage
Examining employees’ MV as a decision-making process and psychological inclination, can help management

better understand the factors that foster employees’ discretionary behaviors. Leadership in general is interpreted
as an “influence process” (Lunenburg, 2012), which takes place in a social context, and forms the basis of an
interactive relationship between individual and environmental factors (Alshehri & Alsaied, 2022).

Scholars have mostly used social learning theory and social exchange theory as their theoretical background
(Brown & Trevino, 2006) to provide conceptual support (Bown et al. 2005; Peng & Wei, 2020) and empirical
evidence that ELs enhance employees’ voice behavior (Avey et al., 2012; Chen & Hou, 2016; Lee et al., 2017;
Ullah et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2021: Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). The findings of these studies might have
marginalized the understanding of employees’ cognitive processes.

Recently, in view of rare studies undertaken from an SCT perspective (Resick et al., 2013), a meta-analytic study
has recommended integrating social cognitive theory with models for understanding psychological mechanisms
unique to EL (Bedi et al., 2016). Viewed from the lens of the SCT, employees’ behaviour like MV, can be indirectly
influenced by social factors like EL (Bandura, 1977, 1991, 2001). It implies that change in individuals’ behaviour
can be better understood by focusing on the mechanism between the stimuli (EL) and the response (moral voice).
The cognitive thinking of an individual (feelings, emotions, or intuitions) leads him/her to appreciate the behavior of
the role model and internalize the values associated with that behavior; it will activate the individual’s self-regulatory
agency. Consequently, he/she will start behaving according to these values, to be in harmony with the environment.

Literature provides evidence that leadership affects the moral cognition of their subordinates (Hambrick &
Lovelace, 2018; Hayati et al., 2018; Tu & Lu, 2016) and the resulting behaviors (Lemoine et al., 2019). Dey and
Lehner (2017) found leadership’s interactions as a source of developing social structure / environment which in
turn affects employees’ moral judgment and routine practices. Islam The meaningfulness and effectiveness of
employees’ practices is derived from the ethical structure of organization (Nafstad & Blakar, 2012), As per SCT,
we assume that ELs set ethical standards as the basis of such structures. ELs embed their "values, beliefs and
assumptions into those of subordinates” (Brown & Trevino, 2006). The followers learn not to imitate leaders rather
to take moral action with a proactive and decisive approach (Bandura, 2001).

Following Cohen et al. (2006) (cited in Islam, 2020) we assume that interaction with ELs starts a relational
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process which is a suitable “condition” for the development of their moral cognition. EL gives a clue about being a
just leader (Boekhorst, 2015) and provides a "just climate" (Walumbwa et al., 2017) because of fairness, integrity,
honesty and trustworthiness (Ko et al., 2018).

EL further strengthens it through “role modeling, monitoring, teaching, coaching and allowing rewards and
status" (Schein, 2010, p.236). These practices establish ELs’ legitimacy and credibility (Brown et al., 2005; De
Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). Once developed, it provides followers an impetus to act on their moral judgment and
raise moral voice. Subordinates learn ethical and discretionary behaviors through making sense of the information
and cues gained from their leader during these interactions (Afsar & Shahjehan, 2018; Lu et al., 2019; Walumbwa
et al., 2011). They internalize associated moral values and standards (Mostafa, 2019; Tu & Lu, 2016) which they
learn during interaction with ELs. Employees keep working on discrepancies between these values with their
actions (Koerner, 2014) contingent upon their inner impetus to conform to these standards. It implies that ELs
effectively keep their employees cognitively motivated to be morally courageous.

Conforming to one’s ethical norms and values requires moral courage, which provides conation to adhere to
them (Hannah et al., 2011) with greater authenticity (Pury & Lopez, 2010). As a coping resource and a motivational
cognitive state (Parker et al., 2006; 2010), morally courageous individuals stick to their moral beliefs and overcome
all obstacles that can weaken their will to act ethically (Alshehri & Elsaied, 2022).

MC is one of the supple individual attributes which can be affected by contextual factors such as leadership
(Hannah et al., 2014). There is conceptual and empirical support that MC gives employees the "sustained strength"
to pay the social cost of reporting ethical transgressions in their organization (Afsar et al., 2019).

Sekerka et al. (2009) state that ethical challenges can be resolved with the strength of will which helps to
overcome barriers to taking the right action. It extends the motivation to overcome the fear of facing ethical
challenges to taking the right action (Chao et al., 2009). Hence, it is a stepping stone to ethical decision-making
(White, 2015). It builds commitment to moral values (Sekerka, 2020) and determines an individual’s behavioral
perseverance in the face of fright (Harbour & Kisfalvi, 2014; Hannah et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2017). MC, in this
stream, has been examined as a predictor of voluntary behaviors (Lester et al., 2010).

In terms of outcomes of MC, MV as an extra-role and ethical behavior, can be fostered in an organization where
employees are encouraged to communicate their concerns about the ethical transgressions of the insiders with their
leaders. MV aims to contribute to the organization’s well-being (Xu et al., 2017) and save it from harm (Hannah et
al., 2011; Fernando et al., 2021). It might result in risks to followers as it involves challenging the status quo (Afsar
& Shahjehan, 2018). Scholars accord a high value to MC as a predictor of employees’ taking a stand against moral
violations as per their ethical values (Mostafa, 2019), and taking the right action themselves (Kidder, 2005; Sekerka
& Bagozzi, 2007).

In general, pro-social motivation (Li & Bao, 2020), felt obligation (Garba et al., 2018), psychological safety
(Tu, et al., 2019), and demonstrated responsibility (Kalshoven et al., 2013) have been examined as mediators in
the relationship between EL and positive behaviors. Lee et al. (2017) have examined the mediating role of moral
self-efficacy in the relationship between EL and MV. Recently Gupta and Bhal (2021) have examined the mediating
role of moral courage in the relationship between reporting wrongdoing (whistleblowing) and ethical leadership
with the boundary condition effect of fear of retaliation. Zheng et al. (2022) have examined the indirect impact
of EL on ethical voice through integrity, identity and value internalization. Similarly, Avey et al. (2012) provide
evidence of mediating role of psychological ownership in the relationship between EL and voice (constructive and
change-oriented).

We contribute to the literature by examining employees’ MC as an underlying mechanism of their MV predicted
by EL. Taking the SCT perspective, we consider EL as an environmental factor that strongly predicts positive
volitional behaviors and should be considered to have a substantial positive effect on MV. Accordingly, we
hypothesize that:

H2: Ethical leadership is positively associated with moral courage.

H3: Moral courage is positively associated with moral voice.

H4: Moral courage mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and moral voice.
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In summary, the current study suggests that EL influences MV through MC. Figure 2 depicts the proposed
model.

Figure 2: Theoretical model of ethical leadership and moral voice

METHOD

Sample and Procedure

This study was conducted in the private education sector of Pakistan, undertaking self-administered survey
questionnaires in the first round. To keep "control of variance" (Kerlinger, 1986: 279) and lessen reverse causality
and recall bias (De Clercq et al., 2020), we used the time lag technique. We observed a three week interval between
data collection in two waves from the same subjects. We conducted two surveys; at point one, we collected data for
independent and mediating variables. At point two, we collected data for the outcome variable to ensure a causal
order effect (Rosopa & Stone-Romero, 2008, p. 307). Our target respondents were faculty members of the private
universities in the Punjab.

Sampling Technique

We addressed the privacy concerns of this study by sharing a formal permission letter to collect data and
assuring participants of confidentiality and anonymity (Podsakoff et al., 2012) and reporting aggregated results
only. Participants were also informed about the voluntary nature of their participation, giving them the right to
withdraw from the data collection process at any time (Spector, 2006). Data was collected at two points of time
following a time-lagged method. We followed convenience sampling techniques as the data was collected after
three months of COVID-19 break out in Pakistan. The faculty members were coming on alternative days and in
small groups as directed by the state. Therefore, it was very challenging to access them and engage them for data
collection, especially at the second point of time. In the first wave, we distributed fifteen hundred questionnaires in
six universities for the independent variable EL and informed participants about the following second round of data
collection. We received 571 responses, accounting for 45% of the response rate.

Three weeks after the first response, we requested the same respondents to fill the data for the mediating and
dependent variables in the second round, and 431 filled surveys were returned, with a 75% response rate. Initial
screening reduced this number to 347. Male participants were 54.5% of the total participants.

Measures

Ethical leadership : We measured EL with a 10-item instrument developed by Brown et al. (2005) with α=.95.
The scale items were rated on a five-point Likert scale. Its sample items include “My immediate supervisor/leader
shows a strong concern for ethical values”.

Moral courage : Moral courage was measured using the four-item scale Hannah and Avolio (2011) developed to
assess organizational members’ moral potency. α=.82 (Hannah, et al., 2011). Sample items include “I will confront
con peers if they commit an unethical act”. Permission to use this questionnaire was obtained from Mind Garden
through email.

Moral voice : For evaluating employees’ MV, we adopted the three-item scale used by Lee et al. (2017) which they
adopted from Hannah and Avolio (2011) for its three items (α=.90), showing the practice of moral courage. The
sample item is “I confront my peers when they commit an unethical act.”
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Analysis Techniques
We completed the data analysis in two steps. First, we measured the reliability of the instruments. Secondly,

we measured convergent and discriminant validity using confirmatory factor analysis. To establish convergent
validity, we used re-specification techniques. Secondly, we used the structural equation model (SEM) method to
test the hypothesized model and examine direct and indirect effects. SEM technique is recommended for examining
meditation models because it facilitates better assessment of the validity and reliability of measures, which have
multi-item constructs; it also tests structural model relationships (Hair et al., 2012b). It can assess measurement
models and the structural model simultaneously (Lee et al., 2011). This author further explains that SEM technique
is preferred because it explains larger variance in outcome variables than multiple regressions, because it calculates
direct as well indirect effects of variables (Hair et al., 2017). Besides, a sample size greater than 200, is likely to
show better results through SEM analysis. Therefore, we found it quite appropriate for this study.

Analytical Strategy
Confirmatory Factor Analysis : We used scale scores to calculate descriptive statistics and assessed the validity and
reliability of the selected instruments adopted for this study in Pakistan. Further, we used a latent variable approach
and estimated structural equation modeling (SEM) software AMOS (24). We performed CFA using an Analysis
of moment structures technique and assessed the construct validity of our measurement model (e.g., Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988). We analyzed the convergent and discriminant validity, and evaluated the reliability of variables of
the model by reporting the composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) (see Kline, 2016, p.
313).
Control variables : Like previous research, we controlled for demographic factors’ effect size, including age (years),
gender, time spent with the current supervisor, and educational level (Eisenberger & Aselage, 2009; Walumbwa &
Schaubroeck, 2009). The inclusion or exclusion of these variables did not substantially affect the results.

RESULTS
Table 1 presents scale score means, standard deviations, and correlations of focal variables of this study in

regular font while coefficients alpha are given on the diagonal. Correlations among scale score variables are also
given in this table and showed preliminary support for most of the hypotheses. Confirmatory factor analysis of
hypothesized three-factor model (EL, MC and MV) showed a good fit with data (χ2 = 505.300; df = 227; χ2/df =
2.226; Root Mean Square Error of approximation [RMSEA] = .060; Tucker-Lewis Index [TLI] = .938; Goodness
of Fit Index [GFI] = .893; Confirmatory Fit Index [CFI] =.945. The model of single factor loading all items gave
evidence of poor fit with data (χ2 = 6632.22; df = 902; χ2/df = 7.35; RMSEA = 0.42; [TLI] = .938; Goodness of Fit
Index [GFI] = .893; Confirmatory Fit Index [CFI] =.945. The model of single factor loading all items gave evidence
of poor fit with data (χ2 = 6632.22; df = 902; χ2/ df = 7.35; RMSEA = 0.42; TLI = .39; GFI = .17; CFI = -14).

Table 1: Demographics of the respondents

Variable Value Frequency Percent
Gender Male 189 54.5

Female 158 45.5
Age Below 30 84 24.2

30-39 166 47.8
40-49 76 21.9
50 & above 21 6.1

Experience 1-3 220 63.4
4-7 79 22.8
8-10 31 8.9
11 above 17 & 4.9

Education MS/MPhil 201 57.9
Doctoral Degree 133 38.3
Postdoc Degree 13 3.7
Total 347 100.0
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The difference test between chi-square values further proved that the three-factor model was better than the
single-factor model (p < .05). Within the three-factor model, all loadings were above the recommended value of
.50 (.67 - .88) (Kline, 2011). As the model fit indices in the three-factor model were good, it indicated that these
instruments were appropriate for use in the South Asian context.

Table 2: Model fit indices of measurement model

Model X2 DF X2/DF CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA
Single Factor CFA 6632.22 902 7.35 0.42 0.39 0.17 0.14
Three-Factor CFA 505.30 227 2.226 0.92 0.93 0.04 .060

Convergent Validity

We checked the convergent validity of three factors by computing their average variance extracted individually.
We found all estimates to be greater than the recommended value of .50 (Fornell & Larker, 1981). To calculate the
discriminant validity, we followed the suggestion of Fornell and Larker (1981). We found that AVE values of all
factors were greater than squared bi-variate correlations (Table 3). We also examined the internal consistency of all
variables and found Cronbach alpha values greater than 0.70 (Nunally & Bernstein, 1978). Reliability coefficient
values (α), AVEs, and squared correlations among variables are reported in Table 3. They have acceptable threshold
values.

Table 3: Discriminant and convergent validity

Variables CR AVE EL MC MV α

Ethical Leadership 0.954 0.580 0.762 0.95
Moral Courage 0.870 0.573 0.174** 0.757 0.87
Moral Voice 0.827 0.618 0.102† 0.308*** 0.786 0.82

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix

Table 4 reports the means, standard deviation, and correlations between all study variables and gives information
about the relationship between these variables.

Table 4: Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 8 9
Gender a 1.46 0.50 1
Age b 2.10 0.83 -.156** 1
Experience c 1.55 0.85 -0.09 .343** 1
Education d 1.46 0.57 -0.06 0.088 0.084 1
Ethical Leadership 3.69 0.76 0.01 -0.055 -0.035 0.017 1
Moral Courage 3.85 0.65 -0.03 .232** .107* 0.047 .162** 1
Moral Voice 3.74 0.72 0.05 .144** 0.043 0.004 0.080 .260** 1
Notes: N=347; a 1=Male, 2= Female; b 1 < 30 years, 2 = 30 – 39 years, 40-49 =3, 4 >50 years; c 1=, 2=, d 1=, MS/MPhil, 2 =
Ph.D., 3= Postdoc

Model Testing

Direct and Indirect Effects

Hypothesized model and mediating role of moral courage We used structural equation modeling to test the
hypotheses in AMOS V24. Results of this study are reported in Table 5 and Figure 1.

The model fit of the structural regression (SR) model met the threshold required for all fit indices (χ2 = 505.300;
df = 227; χ2 /df = 2.22; RMSEA =.06; SRMR = 0.04; TLI = .93, CFI = 0.94). H1 proposed a positive relationship
between EL and MV. The results of this study did not support this hypothesis indicating a positive but insignificant
effect on subordinates’ moral voice (β = 0.05, p >.05). H2 tested the relationship between EL and MC. The findings
supported hypothesis 2 with a positive relationship between EL and MC (β = 0.17, p < 0.01). H3 proposed that MC
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is positively related to MV. The results supported the hypothesis showing a highly significant positive relationship
of MC with MV (β = 0.18, p = .001).

Hypothesis 4 proposed the mediating effect of MC in the relationship between EL and MV. Results supported it
and indicated an indirect effect of moral courage on moral voice (β = 0.05, p <0.01). These results demonstrate the
full mediation of moral courage in the relationship between ethical leadership and moral voice.

Table 5: Direct and indirect effects

Independent Variable Effect Type Dependent Variable
Moral Courage Moral Voice

Direct Effect 0.17** (ns)
Model Fit Indices χ2 / DF CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA

2.22 .94 .93 0.04 0.06

DISCUSSION

The current study investigated the indirect effect of EL on employees’ MV. We collected data from the faculty
of private universities in Pakistan. It is an underrepresented context of a society that is collectivist. It is also a
high-power distance culture (Hofstede, 2018). We contributed to the debate by examining the role of employees’
moral courage in explaining their moral voice as a voluntary behavior.

Contrary to our hypothesis, the findings indicate that EL cannot be directly associated with MV. MV is an
ethical behavior that has an inherent risk of retribution. Therefore, factors affecting employees’ raising MV in this
context, cannot be a simplified process and highlight the importance of understanding the underlying mechanism
of MC in this social phenomenon. These findings may be attributed to the cultural context in Pakistan, which is
marked by collectivism, strong group affiliation and a high-power distance culture which can affect employees’
MV behavior more than EL. Our results reveal that MC fully mediates the above mentioned relationship. MC gives
a better understanding of the predictive potential of EL for MV which is consistent with a recent study by Alshehri
and Alsaied (2022). It reaffirms that EL relationship with MV is contingent upon moral courage. It adds to the
limited evidence of the motivational effect of EL (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012). It conforms to the proposition
that "motivation may be another important mechanism for ethical leaders to foster desirable behaviors" (Lam et al.,
2016, p. 278).

This study also proves that moral courage is malleable and can be fostered under EL. It fully mediates the
relationship between EL and MV. It responds to the call to examine mediating roles of EL models, especially from
the SCT lens (Bedi et al., 2015).

It is worth noting that EL’s effect is only pronounced in the presence of moral courage. Therefore, while
highlighting the influence of EL on MV, researchers should consider the mediating effect of moral courage. To get
desired outcomes from moral awareness, EL needs to help employees overcome fears of consequences and peer
retaliation stemming from their cultural context – power distance orientation, group affiliations, and collectivism.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study is among the few which has responded to the call of Trevino et al. (2006), Islam (2020), and De
Cremer and Moore (2020) to understand what underlying mechanisms can foster employees’ moral behavior in
organizational settings.

The results prove the relevance of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) with the theoretical model of this
study demonstrating that leaders, as a contextual factor, may affect followers’ moral courage to foster desirable
ethical behaviors like MV by providing an ethical social structure in the workplace (Walumbwa et al., 2017).
Moreover, cultivating a moral voice is possible through setting value-based ethical standards, to build the inner
strength of the followers; it will ensure that subordinates are morally developed enough to opt for the right actions
under all circumstances (Zhu et al. 2016).

Previous studies have examined mediating effect of variables like “moral efficacy, flexible role orientation, role
breadth self-efficacy, and supervisor support” that increase the explanatory power of EL and MV models (see Afsar
& Shahjehan, 2018; Lee et al., 2017; May et al., 2014; Hannah et al., 2011). This study provides evidence that ELs
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can foster followers’ ethical behavior (Hendriks et al., 2020) through a cognitive, motivational pathway of moral
courage (Parker et al., 2006).

MC is critical in cultivating ethical behavior like MV, among followers (Comer & Sekerka, 2018). Contrary to
trust, social learning, and social exchange perspectives, MC is not implicit in the definition of ethical leadership
(Moore et al., 2019). Hence the findings are distinct from circular theorizing (Antonakis & House, 2013).

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The theoretical model of this study has important implications for managers. First, the findings reveal that moral
voice is not a direct or immediate outcome of EL. It is a process which requires that ELs use effective practices to
activate their employees’ moral courage; it will motivate them to raise their moral voice. The findings also imply
that management can contribute to the moral development of their leaders using training as an intervention. It will
help leaders understand the importance of ethical decision-making practices and ensure their prevalence in the
organization. Their practices will convey a clear message that they value employees’ opinions and voices to ensure
the penetration of ethical cues in the work context (Eisenbeiss, 2012; Den Hartog, 2015). It may explain leaders’
behavioral expectations of subordinates (Schwepker & Hartline, 2005).

A comprehensive application of these measures is likely to affect employees’ moral reasoning positively
(Hannah et al., 2011), develop a strong affiliation with the organization and facilitate the moral transformation of
subordinates into morally courageous followers. It can help employees overcome in-group affiliations prevalent in
Asian society, develop a sense of belonging to their organization (Budhwar et al., 2016) and raise the moral voice
for organizational well-being proactively.

Lastly, managers could respond to and effectively manage followers’ moral voices when they speak up, intending
to keep their values and ethical standards aligned with those of their immediate supervisors (Ogunfowora et al.,
2021). Therefore, clear organizational policies of managing these moral voices can set precedents for response to
such practices (Stouten et al., 2013).

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The current study is not without its limitations. First, the data collection for faculty members’ perceptions
of their immediate supervisors’ ethical attributes, moral courage and moral voice behavior was self-reporting. It
raised the possibility of same-source bias. In line with the statement that "exactly what is moral is often subjective"
(Lemoine et al., 2019: 175), this study being in the moral domain, self-reports were deemed unavoidable to examine
this variable. However, we used the time lag design of data collection with a three week interval to overcome
common method variance and achieve a better “causal ordering” effect (Rosopa & Stone-Romero, 2008, p. 307).

We used time-lagged data collection design to support the prediction found in the relationships (Raja et al.,
2020). We also used CFA to provide evidence for discriminant and convergent validity of our measure while
observing some pre-data collection measures of anonymity and collecting data with interval. However, future
studies can use self-rating and ratings by peers or pair-evaluation by supervisors and followers, rating each other.

To conclude, the findings of this study show that ethical leadership can play an important role in fostering
a moral voice behavior through employees’ moral courage. It further proves that there is contextual disparity
in the results of this study. Ethical leaders can be a vital source of fostering inherently risky ethical behaviors
like MV among subordinates when they are morally courageous. Organizations can find these results helpful in
understanding that ethical leaders can help them to create an environment where employees might report observed
ethical transgressions to their immediate supervisor without fear of personal risk and for organizational wellbeing.
The future studies can examine this model in other contexts and with more complex models by including other
environmental and personal factors which can strengthen or weaken the examined mechanism.
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