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Abstract

Leadership styles are closely related to policy-making decisions and management of human resources. Services’
efficiency, organisational sustainability, quality improvement and staff retention are affected by the leadership practices
and the specific attributes that leaders possess. Ethical leadership is valued for its components of moral excellence,
authenticity and integrity. It is suitable for the development of staff and organization and has a positive influence on
employees and service users. The aim of this review is to identify and synthesize the key concepts of ethical leadership
as well as issues of practicing ethical leadership in the contemporary organisational and social contexts. A literature
search was performed in PubMed and Google Scholar to identify studies published from 2014 to 2023. The keywords
used were “ethical leadership”,“leadership styles”, and “ethical leaders”. Following the examination of the relevant
literature, three main categories emerged, namely: a) Ethical leadership in the era of change, b) Key-elements of ethical
leadership, and c) Preparing ethical leaders. The results highlighted that elements of ethical leadership are valued more
in our contemporary era where ethical principles are strongly challenged in working and social environments.
Development of ethical leaders is a priority for higher education institutions and for organisations that intend to
promote ethical practices, value-driven employees and an ethical culture in their mission and philosophy.

Keywords: Ethical leadership; Leadership styles; Ethical leader; Management; Organisation; Staff retention; Quality
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1. Introduction

Leadership as a basic function of management encompasses organisational aspects related to effectiveness and
efficiency of services, sustainability and continuous quality improvement, user satisfaction and staff development.
Leadership styles affect the management of human resources and the policy-making decisions in a direct manner. [1].

According to the relevant literature, leadership is an art and ability through which a manager motivates and positively
influences a group of people to achieve certain goals [2,3]. Leadership in contemporary organizations encounters a
variety of challenges evolved from a rapidly changing environment, such as the radical transformation of organisational
function, and the implementation of innovative regulations and practices. Within this highly demanding context, leaders
need to look after both the sustainability of their organizations and personnel retention [4].

For doing this in an effective way, leaders should possess specific characteristics and stances especially towards
employees. Empathy and emotional intelligence are two basic qualities that characterize a successful leader [5].
Literature also refers to open communication, recognition, reward, availability of resources and staff encouragement
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[6]. Creating a climate where employees feel secure and are satisfied, requires the leader to introduce innovation and
remove barriers and stereotypes [7, 8].

Leadership styles are also associated with job satisfaction, employee retainment and quality of the services rendered
by the organisations. For example, relational leadership is associated with sustainability, ethical practice, moral values
and employees’ satisfaction [9]. Dimensions of authentic leadership such as self-awareness and internalized moral
perspectives have certain benefits for the organization as it seems to influence staff’s creativity, performance and
professional commitment [10]. Transformational leadership is related to innovation, implementation of organizational
changes, quality services, enhanced teamwork and staff motivation [11]. Finally, ethical leadership has been discussed
through the Aristotelian values and moral excellence, authenticity, and integrity [12]. Ethical leadership is also related
to staff satisfaction and human resource development, workforce retention, quality of services and organizational
sustainability [13]. Although these issues have been thoroughly discussed in the relevant literature [14, 15, 16, 17, 18],
the practice of ethical leadership remains a challenge for both managers and employees.

The aim of this review was to identify and synthesize the concept of ethical leadership, its key elements and its
components. Issues of practicing ethical leadership in our contemporary context, the features and the qualities of ethical
leaders and the requirements for developing future ethical leaders were also demonstrated.

2. Methods

A literature search was conducted in PubMed and Google Scholar to identify studies based on the inclusion criteria:
studies published from 2014-2023, written in the English language and related to ethical leadership and leadership
styles. The keywords used were “ethical leadership”, “leadership styles”, and “ethical leaders”. Boolean operators (AND,
OR, NOT or AND NOT) were used to refine the search and focus on the most relevant studies for addressing the study
aim.

After duplicates were excluded, the titles and abstracts of 20 articles were screened by two researchers independently
and obtained for further analysis as they met the inclusion criteria. Each of the two authors retrieved and reviewed in
full all 20 articles, of which 11 were excluded as they were not primary research studies and therefore 9 articles in total
were included in this review.

3. Results and Discussion

Following analysis of the selected papers, three main categories emerged: a) Ethical leadership in the era of change, b)
Key-elements of ethical leadership, and c) Preparing ethical leaders.

3.1. Ethical leadership in the era of change

Ethical leadership has become an issue of major importance in today's rapidly changing social and working
environments. According to Langlois et al.,, “ethical leadership is defined as a social practice by which professional
judgment is autonomously exercised. It constitutes a resource rooted in three ethical dimensions - critique, care, and
justice- as well as a powerful capacity to act in a responsible and acceptable manner” [19, p.312].

Banks et al., [20] claim that despite the extensive body of literature available, our understanding of ethical leadership is
hindered by two significant constraints: Initially, current understandings mistakenly combine ethical leader actions
with how followers perceive leaders' qualities, principles, attributes, and thoughts. Furthermore, our understanding of
the origins and outcomes of ethical leadership behaviors is severely limited, since the available evidence not only
confuses different ideas, but also fails to allow for definitive conclusions about cause and effect due to limitation of the
research designs applied [20].

Nevertheless, there is an agreement in the relevant literature that there are several qualities which are critical to ethical
leadership. A relationship-centred attitude towards employees, altruism, justice, integrity and reliability are essential
attributed of an ethical leader and for gaining trust and respect [21, 22]. Ethical leaders are referred to as following
official organisational regulations and use discretion in decision making process [23]. They further act as a role model
for their employees, by indorsing and reassuring ethical behaviors in their workplace and creating thus a feeling of
safety for their staff [4]. These features of safety, fairness and altruism are the most defining ones regarding the ethical
leader’ s engagement with others [24].
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To be an ethical leader however, one must first possess specific characteristics of a leader. Important aspects of a
leader’s personality are those of creative thinking, cooperativeness, tactfulness, integrity, and emotional stability [25].
Leaders are distinguished by their vision, passion, empathy, emotional intelligence, enthusiasm, and their ability to
inspire and motivate their staff. Leaders are the innovators, those who are willing to change, who easily adapt to
different working environments and possess a sense of justice, altruism and compassion, stability and realism,
dedication, and optimism [26]. Many of these charismas are also found in ethical leadership. Yet, as all managers do not
possess the attributes of a leader, one can perceive that practicing ethical leadership can be a very challenging task.

3.2. Key elements of ethical leadership

Key elements of ethical leadership concern team building, initiative support, justice, and transparency [27, 28, 29, 30].

Team building is an essential action for professional development and organisational commitment. Successful teams
are thriving under the inspiring guidance of an ethical leader who foster teamwork and team cohesion. For effective
team building the ethical leader works towards objectives that transcend beyond personal goals and interests. The focus
strives towards promoting and achieving the goals of the team and the organization, rather than gaining personal profits
[29].

Within a cohesive teamwork environment, innovation, development and implementation of pioneering ideas and
interventions are not only supported but are also encouraged by the ethical leader. Employees are motivated to act and
rewarded when they are the first to take initiatives and introduce innovative activities in the organization [29].

An ethical leader eliminates biased treatment of human resources by considering and valuing equally diverse
contributions and competing viewpoints that may arise in the working environment. An empathetic stance towards
employees, active listening, compassion, and respect for others stand along with fairness and justice in ethical
leadership [28].

Ethical leaders value transparency as a mean of open and honest communication. They maintain an authentic
communication channel with their personnel, by informing and presenting the facts, regardless of how controversial
these may be [1]. These leaders understand that being transparent fosters trust and provides individuals with the
resources they require to make informed decisions for themselves [30].

These elements of ethical leadership are valued more in our contemporary era where ethical principles are strongly
challenged in various working and social environments (31). As such, ethical leaders who possess attributes as those
mentioned above may represent a human value paradigm, not only for their employees but also for their organisation,
the state and society.

3.3. Preparing ethical leaders

Developing ethical leaders in an era of radical transformation seems to be an imperative task. Increased frequency of
corruption phenomena and discrimination in various workplaces call for the necessity of creating and retaining ethical
leadership models based on integrity and justice [32, 14]. The role of higher education in this process is critical since an
important part of moral values in leadership can be taught (33). Educational institutions strive towards introducing
teaching methods and mechanisms that enable their students to acquire ethical leadership skills and competencies [34].
Interprofessional education, which entails competencies of mutual respect, understanding and shared values,
teamwork and open communication, can play a substantial role in preparing ethical leaders. Understanding the roles
and responsibilities of others and interacting in a way that respect and support teamwork are considered basic skills
for future ethical leaders. In this respect the development of curricula which focus on interprofessional education is
suggested for preparing professionals who respect distinct professional values and for cultivating thus the future ethical
leaders.

At an organisational level, individualised interest and recognition of employees’ achievements, opportunities for
professional development and continuous in-service training can motivate and promote ethical leadership [5]. This is a
lengthy process that requires continuous effort and commitment [35]. For enhancing ethical leadership within the
frame of the organisation, the top management needs to recognise the different management styles practiced by the
middle or first-line managers and uphold ethical practices [26]. For example, authentic, transformational and spiritual
leadership styles are positively related to ethical leadership and managers who adopt these styles lead beyond their
personal interest and move towards the common ethical good that empowers the team [35, 1]. These managers should
be identified as the future ethical leaders and thus gain recognition as such.
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Furthermore, ethical practices and value-driven employees may be supported by an organisation that cultivates an
ethical culture by highlighting the importance of ethics in the organization's mission and philosophy. Significant
organizational changes though are required for establishing such a culture and provide as such a platform for future
ethical leaders to raise moral concerns and find moral solutions [36]. This is even more challenging in the present highly
demanding organisational environment, in which interdisciplinary and cross-organisational strains require rigorous
evaluation methods.

Recommendations for research in this field may include exploring the challenges and the potential contribution of
technology to promote ethical leadership styles and value-driven organisational environments. The development and
assessment of advanced interdisciplinary training programs for developing ethical leaders and for eliminating toxic
leadership behaviours can also be a priority in the research agenda of any contemporary organization.

4., Conclusion

In conclusion, ethical leaders are individuals who prioritize interpersonal relationships and exhibit qualities such as
honesty, trustworthiness, reliability, virtue, and courage, guiding them to make equitable decisions and enhancing their
credibility as role models.

Due to the importance of ethical leadership, it is anticipated that organisations and Higher Education Institutions will
establish clear ethical standards and cultivate an ethical environment within their context. Fostering an environment
where open communication about ethical concerns is encouraged may create a supportive system where individuals
can seek advice when faced ethical challenges and acknowledge and celebrate instances of ethical behavior.

Compliance with ethical standards

Disclosure of conflict of interest

No conflict of interest to be disclosed.

References

[1]  Al-Khaled AA, Fenn C]. The impact of leadership styles on organisational performance. BERJAYA Journal of
Services & Management. 2020;13: 55-62

[2]  Mulugeta A, Hailemariam E. Employees’ perception towards leadership style and organizational commitment in
public organizations. International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications. 2018; 8(6): 354-365.

[3] Dinibutun SR. Leadership: A comprehensive review of literature, research and theoretical framework. Journal of
Economics and Business. 2020: 3(1): 44-64.

[4] Deng C, Gulseren D, Isola C, Grocutt K, Turner N. Transformational leadership effectiveness: an evidence-based
primer. Human Resource Development International. 2023; 26(5): 627-641.

[5] Cavaness K, Picchioni A, Fleshman JW. Linking Emotional Intelligence to Successful Health Care Leadership: The
Big Five Model of Personality. Clin Colon Rectal Surg. 2020; 33: 195-203.

[6] YouY, HuZ Li]J, Wang Y, Xu M. The effect of organizational innovation climate on employee innovative behavior:
The role of psychological ownership and task interdependence. Frontiers in Psychology [Internet]. 2022; 13,
856407. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856407

[7]  Paais M, Pattiruhu JR. Effect of motivation, leadership, and organizational culture on satisfaction and employee
performance. The Journal of Asian Finance, Economics and Business. 2020; 7(8): 577-588.

[8] Demircioglu MA. The effects of innovation climate on employee job satisfaction and affective commitment:
Findings from public organizations. Review of Public Personnel Administration. 2023; 43(1): 130-158.

[9] Nicholson ], Kurucz E. Relational Leadership for Sustainability: Building an Ethical Framework from the Moral
Theory of ‘Ethics of Care’. ] Bus Ethics. 2019; 156: 25-43.

[10] Duarte AP, Ribeiro N, Semedo AS, Gomes DR. Authentic leadership and improved individual performance:
affective commitment and individual creativity’s sequential mediation. Frontiers in Psychology [Internet]. 2021;
12; 675749. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.675749

2230


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856407
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.675749

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 21(03), 2227-2232

Klaic A, Burtscher M], Jonas K. Fostering team innovation and learning by means of team-centric transformational
leadership: The role of teamwork quality. ] Occup Organ Psychol [Internet]. 2020; 93: 942-966. Available from
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12316

Lawton A, Paez I. Developing a Framework for Ethical Leadership. ] Bus Ethics. 2015; 130: 639-649.

Shehzad N, Khan MI, Khan S. Relationship between Ethical Leadership, Job Satisfaction and Job Performance.
Journal of Contemporary Issues in Business and Government. 2022; 28(1): 385-392.

Knights J. Ethical leadership: How to develop ethical leaders. In: Enright D, Knights ], Grant D, Young G, eds.
Transpersonal Leadership in Action. 1st ed. London: Routledge, 2022. p. 35-46

Ozdoba P, Dziurka M, Pilewska-Kozak A, Dobrowolska B. (2022). Hospital ethical climate and job satisfaction
among nurses: a scoping review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health [Internet].
2022; 19(8): 4554. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19084554

Dey M, Bhattacharjee S, Mahmood M, Uddin MA, Biswas SR. Ethical leadership for better sustainable
performance: Role of employee values, behavior and ethical climate. Journal of Cleaner Production [Internet].
2022; 337: 130527. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.130527

Sarwar H, Ishaq MI, Amin A, Ahmed R. Ethical leadership, work engagement, employees’ well-being, and
performance: a cross-cultural comparison. Journal of Sustainable Tourism. 2020; 28(12): 2008-2026.

Frisch C, Huppenbauer M. New insights into ethical leadership: A qualitative investigation of the experiences of
executive ethical leaders. Journal of Business Ethics. 2014; 123: 23-43.

Langlois L, Lapointe C, Valois P, de Leeuw A. Development and validity of the ethical leadership questionnaire.
Journal of Educational Administration. 2014; 52(3): 310-331.

Banks GC, FischerT, Gooty ], Stock G. Ethical leadership: Mapping the terrain for concept cleanup and a future
research agenda. The Leadership Quarterly [Internet]. 2021; 32(2): 101471. Available from:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2020.101471

Awang A, Sapie NM, Hussain MY, Ishal S, Yusof RM. Nurturing innovative employees: effects of organisational
learning and work environment. Economic Research. 2019; 32(1): 1152-1168.

Liu, F., Chow I H-S, Zhang ]-C, Huang M. Organizational innovation climate and individual innovative behavior:
exploring the moderating effects of psychological ownership and psychological empowerment. Rev. Manag. Sci.
2019; 13: 771-789.

Price TL. A “critical leadership ethics” approach to the Ethical Leadership construct. Leadership. 2018; 14(6):
687-706.

Ahmad I, Gao Y, Hali SM. A review of ethical leadership and other ethics-related leadership theories. European
Scientific Journal. 2017; 13(29): 10-23.

Simons T, Leroy H, Collewaert V, Masschelein S. How leader alignment of words and deeds affects followers: A
meta-analysis of behavioral integrity research. Journal of Business Ethics. 2015; 132(4): 831-844

Kjellstrom S, Stalne K, Tornblom O. Six ways of understanding leadership development: An exploration of
increasing complexity. Leadership. 2020; 16(4): 434-460.

Karam EP, Hu ], Davison RB, Juravich M, Nahrgang |D, Humphrey SE, Scott DeRue D. Illuminating the ‘face’ of
justice: A meta-analytic examination of leadership and organizational justice. Journal of Management Studies.
2019; 56(1): 134-171.

Koopman ], Scott BA, Matta FK, Conlon DE, Dennerlein T. Ethical leadership as a substitute for justice enactment:
An information-processing perspective. Journal of Applied Psychology. 2019; 104(9): 1103-1116.

Martin SR, Emich K], McClean EJ], Woodruff CT. Keeping teams together: How ethical leadership moderates the
effects of performance on team efficacy and social integration. Journal of Business Ethics. 2022; 176: 127-139.

Burhan QU, Khan MA, Malik MF. Achieving transparency in business processes by developing and implementing
ethical climate: an integrated model of ethical leadership and engagement. Business Process Management
Journal. 2023; 29(3): 757-776.

Shakeel F, Kruyen PM, Van Thiel S. Ethical leadership as process: A conceptual proposition. Public Integrity. 2019;
21(6): 613-624.

2231


https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12316
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19084554
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.130527
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2020.101471

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 21(03), 2227-2232

Berkovich [, Eyal O. Ethics education in leadership development: Adopting multiple ethical paradigms.
Educational Management Administration & Leadership. 2020; 48(2): 270-285.

Wong SSH, Lim SWH, Quinlan KM. Integrity in and beyond contemporary higher education: What does it mean to
university students? Frontiers in Psychology [Internet]. 2016; 20267: 1094 Available from:
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01094.

Johnson SK, Murphy SE, Riggio RE. Developing leader identity across the lifespan. New Directions for Student
Leadership [Internet]. 2023; 2023(178): 21-30. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.20551

Sharma A, Agrawal R, Khandelwal U. Developing ethical leadership for business organizations: A conceptual
model of its antecedents and consequences. Leadership & Organization Development Journal. 2019; 40(6): 712-
734.

Rushton CH. Creating a Culture of Ethical Practice in Health Care Delivery Systems. The Hastings Center Report
[Internet]. 2016; 46: S28-S31. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1002 /hast.628

2232


https://doi.org/10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2016.01094
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.20551
https://doi.org/10.1002/hast.628

