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INTRODUCTION

Organizational reforms in the public sector often result in work intensification that 
translates into negative effects on employees, including reduced wellbeing, loyalty, and job
security (e.g., Omari & Paull, 2015). In many cases, there are negative organizational 
consequences, including a loss of competence and performance collectively, and reduced 
individual job satisfaction (Pick & Teo, 2016). An important factor in how public sector 
employees are managed during the change process is ethical leadership (Sharif & Scandura, 
2014).

Research by Wright, Hassan, and Park (2016) found that supervisor public service 
motivation (PSM) leads to supervisor ethical leadership. Our study focuses on the opposite 
notion: we examine the influence of ethical leadership on subordinate’s PSM and work 
outcomes. This is an important contribution to research as there are a relatively small number of 
empirical studies on ethical leadership in public sector organizations (Hassan, Wright, & Yukl, 
2014). We also investigate the extent to which the positive forces of ethical leadership and PSM 
might be counteracted by bullying in relation to work engagement and job satisfaction. This
examination constitutes our second contribution as this is an underexamined area of public 
management.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT AND HYPOTHESES

The ethical leadership construct is complex and includes a variety of approaches or 
orientations, including fair and consistent decision-making, humane treatment, responsible care 
for the natural and business environment, and moderation expressed as temperance (Eisenbeiss, 
2012). These aspects are partially captured in Brown, Treviño, and Harrison’s (2005) dominant 
approach and measurement of ethical leadership 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” (120). Brown and colleagues’ approach has generated an abundance of empirical 
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evidence showing ethical leadership’s influences on work experience of employees (see, for 
example, Lam, Loi, Chan, & Liu, 2016; Neubert, Wu, & Roberts, 2013).

In the workplace, ethical leadership is expected to reduce bullying incidents. As part of 
being moral managers, ethical leaders actively motivate employees to behave ethically by 
“demonstrating integrity and high ethical standards, considerate and fair treatment of employees, 
and holding employees accountable for ethical conduct” (Brown et al., 2005: 130). They are 
more likely to discourage bullying due to their emphasis on ethical conduct and discussion with 
subordinates on what constitutes negative workplace behaviors (Stouten et al., 2010). Stouten et 
al. (2010) also note that ethical leaders are more likely to provide fair workload distribution and 
a positive working environment which leads to less workplace bullying. Social learning theory 
suggests that subordinates are therefore able to mirror their leader’s ethical behaviors and not 
engage in negative workplace behaviors towards others (Stouten et al., 2010).

According to Wright, Hassan, and Park (2016), the relationship between ethical 
leadership and PSM is intriguing as the two concepts share many of the same underlying values 
such as the desire or need to act in ways that promote the public interest (one of Perry’s original 
four key dimensions of PSM is “a commitment to advancing the public interest”). Ethical leaders 
can increase employee’s PSM through attraction-selection-attrition processes in which ethical 
leaders influence and share the same ethical values related to public interest (i.e., social equity, 
fairness, and justice). In addition, the justice and fair environment created by ethical leaders 
encourages subordinates to engage in high level of PSM (Wright & Christensen, 2010).

Ethical leadership also positively motivates employees’ work engagement and job 
satisfaction (Kalshoven, den Hartog, & de Hoogh, 2011). Specifically, individuals who are 
engaged in their jobs are likely to show feelings of energy, devotion, and fascination at work 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Work engagement is encouraged by a positive environment (Rich et al., 
2010). Thus, when subordinates perceive positive support and exchange from their supervisors, 
there is a concomitant rise in positive work engagement because employees feel obliged to 
mirror their supervisors’ moral goals, attitudes, and behaviors (Bedi, Alpaslan, & Green, 2016;
den Hartog & Belschak, 2012). Moreover, job satisfaction is about pleasurable emotion and the 
state of fulfilled wants (Warr & Inceoglu, 2012). Thus, when leaders share their ethical values 
with their subordinates, employees develop favorable and positive attitudes towards the leaders 
(Brown & Treviño, 2006; Kalshoven et al., 2011). These positive attitudes then induce followers 
to reciprocate in the form of an increase of job satisfaction (Bedi et al., 2016: 528).

Hypothesis 1: Ethical leadership directly and positively relates to PSM (1a), negatively 
relates to workplace bullying (1b), and positively relates to work engagement (1c) and 
job satisfaction (1d).

Bullying creates unsafe work environments, and prolonged bullying victims exhibit 
higher risk of traumatic stress (Bond et al., 2010), depression, anxiety, and bad temper (Mayhew 
& McCarthy, 2005). Bullying victims decide to leave an organization because they feel 
dissatisfied and unengaged, and lose work motivation (Loh et al., 2010). Therefore, 
organizations where workplace bullying exists face higher staff turnover, sick leave, reduced 
productivity (Hoel et al., 2003), and disengagement (Law et al., 2011). Meanwhile, PSM helps 
maintain the enjoyment and satisfaction of individuals when serving society and helping people 
(Perry & Wise, 1990; Wright & Pandey, 2008). Buchanan (1975) found that public sector 
employees are less committed to their jobs when they perceive that they do not make any 
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important contribution to their organization. Thus, the feeling of becoming unimportant reduces 
the attraction to working in the public service (Vinzant, 1998). Therefore, we expect the 
consequences of bullying behaviors, which include exclusion and ignorance, may result in a 
deterioration of employees’ PSM.

The positive effects of PSM have previous empirical support. Perry and Wise (1990) 
argued that high performing public sector organizations are characterized by high PSM 
employees who are good performers, have above average commitment to their jobs, and highly 
positive attitudes towards government employment. Also, employees with high PSM would be 
likely to join and remain with a public organization (Perry & Wise, 1990). Similarly, Naff and 
Crum (1999) find positive relationships between PSM with job satisfaction and job performance. 
Recent studies point to a direct relationship between PSM and job satisfaction (Kim, 2012; 
Wright, Christensen, & Pandey, 2013), suggesting that PSM is a ‘bright force’ as the more an 
employee is motivated to serve society, the more he or she is satisfied with the job (Wright & 
Pandey, 2010: 350).

Hypothesis 2: Workplace bullying negatively relates to PSM (2a), engagement (2b), and 
job satisfaction (2c).

Hypothesis 3: PSM positively relates to engagement (3a) and job satisfaction (3b).

Engagement and job satisfaction are related despite their fundamental differences. 
Engagement emerges from the experience of work while job satisfaction is an evaluation of job 
conditions or work features (Brief & Weiss, 2002; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Engagement is
marked by high energy and involvement in work directed to an allocation of resources to achieve 
goals. Job satisfaction is a reactive emotional state or job attitude arising from the feeling of what 
has been attained (Warr & Inceoglu, 2012). Therefore, engagement involves an anticipation of 
satisfaction when goals are selected, and positive job attitudes and behavior are boosted and 
directed to positive outcomes (Warr & Inceoglu, 2012). 

Hypothesis 4: Engagement positively relates to job satisfaction.

METHODS

Sample characteristics

Following the recruitment strategy as described by Mayer, Thau, Workman, Dijke, and 
Cremer (2012), this study utilized data collected from a sample of online US public sector 
employees. Subordinates are appropriate for evaluating ethical behaviors of their leaders because
they have a close working relationship with the leaders and gain insights into how she or he 
relates to others and makes decisions (Brown & Treviño, 2006). We excluded incomplete 
responses and those who did not work in public sector organizations (final sample size = 500 
usable responses). 

A large majority were full-time employees at the time of the survey (93.8%). Of the 
respondents, 26% were 31-40 years old and 28.4% were 41-50 years old. Nearly two-thirds 
(63.8%) were female. Half of the respondents had more than 10 years’ experience with their 
current organizations and over one-third (39.2%) had more than 10 years’ experience in their 
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current positions. Approximately one-third of the respondents held junior management positions. 
Seventy-five percent were responsible for support and technical roles. The respondent 
demographic of this study was quite similar to that of the 2016 Federal Employee Viewpoint 
Survey.

Measures

We used the 38-item Ethical Leadership at Work Questionnaire (Kalshoven, et al., 2011)
to operationalize Ethical Leadership. A five-item short version of the Public Service Motivation
scale (Wright & Pandey, 2008) was adopted. Workplace bullying was measured in a nine-item 
short form of the NAQ-R scale (Notelaers & Einarsen, 2008). Work Engagement was measured 
in the nine-item scale from Schaufeli and Bakker (2003). Job satisfaction was measured in the
five-item scale from Brayfield and Rothe (1951). Control variables were also incorporated into 
the path model which included gender, age, employment status, education level, and job tenure, 
as these have been previously shown to have an influence on ethical leadership (Hassan et al., 
2014) and bullying (Hoel et al., 2010; Zapf et al., 2011). Job tenure was found to have an 
influence on PSM (Wright & Pandey, 2008). Gender, education level, and job tenure have all 
been found to influence the level of job satisfaction, while the level of management has been 
shown to influence ethical leadership.

Model estimation

We followed a two-step approach suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) in the path 
analysis. The first step was to evaluate the measurement model and assess the convergent and 
discriminant validity of the scales by using AMOS ver24. A series of CFAs for the five scales 
showed that each met the acceptable fit indices as recommended by Byrne (2009). In addition, 
the values of AVE of five constructs were above the cutoff value of .50, indicating each of them 
had convergent validity (Hair et al., 2010). 

Research on engagement and job satisfaction has shown that the two constructs are quite 
similar and may be highly intercorrelated (see Christian, Garza, & Slaughter, 2011). The chi-
square difference test indicated that the two-factor model had a significant better fit. This finding 
thus suggests that engagement and job satisfaction are two distinctly different constructs. We 
undertook two tests to check the discriminant validity between five constructs. The first test was 
a performance of a series of CFA tests on alternative measurement models. A chi-square 
difference test was performed to compare the suitability of fit between the hypothesized five-
factor model and the alternative models. The comparison results showed that the hypothesized 
model had the best fit. The second test was undertaken by using Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) 
approach. The results of the two tests provided us with the confidence to conclude that the five 
scales had discriminant validity. 

Common method variance (CMV)

As our data were collected at one point in time from a single source of respondents, we 
performed two checks for common method variance (see Podsakoff et al., 2003). Harman’s 
single factor test showed that ten factors emerged with eigenvalues of greater than 1, accounting 
for 74.9% of the variance in the exogenous and endogenous constructs. We used social 
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desirability as the ‘marker variable’. Altogether, the checks showed that common method bias 
was not a major issue in this study.

RESULTS

We note that the overall mean for bullying scale is 1.16 (SD .63). This suggests that 
evidence of workplace bullying is present in the US public sector sample. It is important to note 
that of the nine items used, three are rated as being of regular occurrences (i.e., ‘now and then’ to 
‘monthly’). These are: “Someone withholding necessary information so that your work gets 
complicated”, “Gossip or rumors about you”, and “Social exclusion from co-workers or work 
group activities” (note: results tables and diagrams can be obtained by contacting the first
author).

Control variables are also incorporated into the structural model. Educational level is
positively related with ethical leadership. Gender is positively associated with PSM and 
negatively related to bullying. In addition, there is a positive association between age and 
engagement. The path analysis procedure showed that the model had a good fit and these indices 
satisfy the minimum cutoff (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The path analysis showed that most of the 
hypotheses are supported, except H1d, H2a, H2b, and H3b.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The proposed model is generally supported. The results provide evidence to support the 
contention that ethical leadership promotes PSM, reduces workplace bullying behaviors, and 
directly influences engagement. Furthermore, our analysis supports the argument that bullying 
negatively affects job satisfaction and PSM positively influences engagement. Specifically, job 
satisfaction in this study is affected by three pathways. The first pathway is from ethical 
leadership to PSM, to engagement and then to job satisfaction. The second pathway is from 
ethical leadership to engagement then to job satisfaction. The final pathway is from ethical 
leadership to workplace bullying and on to job satisfaction. While this study finds empirical 
support for the presence of workplace bullying, bullying does not have any impact on PSM and
engagement.

The primary contribution of this study is the finding of an association between ethical 
leadership and PSM. In the extant research, ethical leadership and PSM are shown to have a 
positive impact on outcomes such as engagement and job satisfaction. The present study further 
demonstrates that ethical leadership behavior influences subordinates’ sense of positive 
motivation to engage in public service. Ethical leaders demonstrate and reinforce positive moral 
behavior, and such behavior is consistent with the celebration of the positive spirit of 
engagement. The positive calling for public service is one of the ethical components promoted 
by ethical leaders within the public service domain.

The second major contribution is to examine the role of ethical leadership in reducing 
workplace bullying. This finding corroborates that found in Dutch private sector organizations
(Stouten et al., 2010). We find that public sector leaders tend to exhibit similar ethical leadership 
behaviors that were found to reduce the prevalence of workplace bullying. While the current 
literature on public management did not investigate the relationship between ethical leadership 
and workplace bullying, our study was the first to study this phenomenon. 
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Together, these two major contributions help illuminate the contribution of ethical 
leadership in public sector organizations. Our results suggest that behaving as an ethical leader
can help reduce and eliminate bullying. Ethical leaders espouse values and descriptions of 
appropriate behavior that could translate into an intolerance of bullying and support for 
employees in combating such behaviors. The incremental contribution here is that ethical 
leadership enhances job satisfaction by eliminating negative workplace behaviors.

PSM was also found to have a positive association with work engagement. Consistent 
with previous research, believing in the basic good of public service makes such work more 
exciting and appealing among employees. Engagement is marked by feelings of energy, which 
can be amplified when one’s own motivation aligns with the work environment. That is, the 
consistency of positive beliefs about public service and working in the public service 
environment results in those positive affective feelings. 

The primary implication of this research is the twin roles of ethical leadership and public 
service motivation. PSM is a long-established and important construct in the public service realm 
and ethical leadership has received significant attention over the past two decades. These 
constructs have similar positive bases that might have a good fit with the area of positive 
psychology. The present paper therefore provides contextual insights into the roles and 
importance of ethical leadership in enhancing workplace and employee wellbeing in public 
sector organizations through understanding the influence of how ethical leadership behaviors are 
connected to public service motivation and work outcomes. This is a relatively under-theorized 
area in public management research, requiring more empirical research. The second contribution 
is that the finding by Stouten et al. (2010) in the private sector is also applicable to public sector 
organizations (i.e., that ethical leadership reduced the incidence of bullying). Our findings make 
a strong case for further theoretical development in establishing and understanding the influence 
of, and connections between, ethical leadership, motivation to serve the public interest, employee 
engagement, and, ultimately, job satisfaction.

Limitations and future research implications

Due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, future research should focus on supervisors’
evaluation of employees’ work engagement as a potential means of minimizing CMV. Future 
studies should incorporate multiple outcomes (e.g., job productivity), and the use of appropriate 
research design to examine lagged and temporal effects (Yukl & Michel, 2014). Our study could 
also be replicated in different national and social contexts (see Wright, 2015). 

CONCLUSION

In summary, this study contributes to the public management literature by providing 
empirical support for three pathways in enhancing job satisfaction from ethical leadership. We 
found that ethical leadership enhances subordinates’ PSM, engagement, and job satisfaction. We 
found evidence to support the idea that ethical leadership has potential to help eradicate negative 
workplace behaviors such as bullying. This has significant theoretical and practical implications 
for enhancing transparent and ethical public sector work environments in the USA and beyond. 
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