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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to determine the relationship between 
ethical leadership and organisational commitment. A cross-
sectional quantitative survey approach was used, with a non-
probability purposive sample of 839 employees from a railway 
organisation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The 
results indicate that ethical leadership perceptions have a 
significant influence on the level of organisational commitment. 
The study further indicates that ethical leadership predicted 
employees’ affective, continuance, normative and overall 
commitment. These results add new insights to the construct 
of business ethics by showing that a positive perception of 
ethical leadership by employees is an important consideration 
in enhancing their organisational commitment.

Introduction
Researchers continue to focus on the importance of employees’ 
commitment to the organisation. Indeed, meta-analytic 
research demonstrates that committed individuals are less 
likely to leave the organisation (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Meyer 
& Maltin, 2010); are more likely to be present at work (Meyer, 
Stanley, Herscovitch & Topolnysky, 2002); perform effectively 
(Ismail & Daud, 2014); and are regarded as valued assets for 
the organisation (Coetzee, Schreuder & Tladinyane, 2013). 
According to Richardson, Cook and Hofmeyr (2011), to achieve 
success with regard to employees’ commitment, organisations 
need ethical leaders – individuals with strong human and 
interactive skills and competencies such as fairness and respect 
– to inspire, motivate and encourage their employees’ intention 
to stay. Employee commitment refers to an affective attachment 
to and involvement with a particular organisation (Mowday, 
Porter & Steers, 1992; Nguyen, Felfe & Fooken, 2014). Ethical 
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leaders are seen as being responsible for inspiring moral values and ethical standards 
among their followers, and serve as role models who promote ethical behaviour and good 
morals by fostering employee-organisation relationships, which, in turn, lead followers 
to be emotionally attached to their organisation (Nelson & Daniels, 2014).

Previous research has established that ethical leadership predicts employee outcomes 
such as job satisfaction, organisational commitment and organisational citizenship 
behaviour (Yates, 2014). However, the manifestation of this relationship has not yet been 
investigated in the organisational context of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 
Research on the relationship between ethical leadership and organisational commitment 
is needed in the context of the developing world in order to clarify the universality of the 
influence of ethical leadership on the commitment levels of individuals.

The DRC work context

The DRC is situated in central Africa, with a population of more than 75 million and an 
abundance of natural resources, estimated at USD35 trillion. Despite these resources, 
the DRC remains one of Africa’s poorest countries – the result of thirty‑five years of 
dictatorial regime, political conflict, hyperinflation, mismanagement, corruption and 
unethical behaviour (Gilpin & Boor, 2012). At present, the business sector is desperately 
trying to speed up institutional, economic, political and social reforms in order to ensure 
good governance, stability, and reduced corruption and unemployment (Beya, 2012). For 
example, in transportation, the political and economic challenges are addressed by a group 
of positive leaders who act with moral intent, trying to influence the level of employee 
commitment. The focus is on the railway sector, which has deteriorated significantly 
since independence (influencing railroads, waterways and roads). Recent efforts by the 
World Bank and African Development Bank (ADB) to address human resource issues 
of employee commitment have made little progress because of the lack of visionary, 
positive and ethical leadership (ADB, 2013). It is believed that the absence of effective 
leadership prevents employees from being committed to their organisations. It is unclear 
in this context how ethical leadership may influence employees’ commitment levels. 
Specifically, the relationship between ethical leadership and employee commitment in the 
context of the workplace requires further investigation. Hence, the aim of this study was 
to examine the relationship between ethical leadership and employees’ commitment to 
the organisation. The literature predicts that ethical leaders who act in a normative way, 
with appropriate behaviours such as fairness and honesty, and who exemplify principled 
behaviour, exhibit trustworthiness and take responsibility for their actions, will influence 
their employees’ levels of organisational commitment (Philipp & Lopez, 2013).

Literature review
The Ethical Leaders Work Behaviour (ELWB) model developed by Kalshoven, Den Hartog 
and De Hoogh (2011) and the Organisational Commitment (OC) model developed by 
Meyer and Allen (1997) provide a comprehensive overview of the theoretical and empirical 
lineage of this investigation.
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Ethical leadership

Ethical leadership is an important topic for scholars and practitioners and has been 
described in many ways. Kanungo and Mendonca (2001) and Hassan,Wright and 
Yukl  (2014) note that ethical leaders engage in behaviours that benefit others, while 
Khuntia and Suar (2004) posit that ethical leaders incorporate moral principles into 
their values, beliefs and actions. Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005:120) define 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”.

Organisational and management literature on leadership ethics suggests that ethics and 
integrity are at the centre of leadership studies (Ciulla, 1995; Laurie, 2014). The ethics of 
leadership facilitates an understanding of a leader’s behaviour and provides an answer 
to the question of what differentiates effective from ineffective leadership. Northouse 
(2010) posits that ethics is central to leadership: it may impact on leaders’ values and 
relationships with followers and help them to establish clear and congruent organisational 
values. Leaders’ values are found to influence employees’ intentions, ethical behaviour 
and attitudes (Watson, 2010). Ethical leadership has been found to influence employee 
behaviour in terms of organisational commitment and job satisfaction (Brown et al., 
2005; Hassan, Wright & Yukl, 2014).

Key aspects of ethical leadership include the following (Kalshoven, Den Hartog & De 
Hoogh, 2011):

•• Fairness – the extent to which the leader treats others with respect, honesty and 
fairness, and without favouritism.

•• Power sharing – the extent to which the leader listens to followers’ ideas and concerns 
and allows them a say in decision making.

•• Role clarification – the extent to which the leader clarifies responsibilities, expectations 
and performance goals to ensure that followers know what is expected of them.

•• People orientation – the extent to which the leader shows genuine care, respect and 
support for followers and ensures that their needs are met.

•• Ethical guidance – the extent to which the leader communicates extensively with 
employees about ethics in terms of expectations, rules and rewards.

•• Concern for sustainability – the extent to which the leader is concerned about impacts 
on stakeholders and society.

•• Integrity – the extent to which the leader aligns what is said to what is done, keeps 
promises, behaves consistently, and is trusted and believed by followers.

Employee commitment

Organisational development practitioners and the literature on organisational behaviour 
have always valued the antecedents and consequences of employee commitment in 
explaining organisational behaviour (Zehir, Müceldili & Zehir, 2012). In a turbulent and 
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competitive economy (such as the one being experienced in the 21st century), employees’ 
physical and emotional attachments to the organisation deteriorate, manifesting in 
increased absenteeism and turnover intention. Grant, Dutton and Rosso (2008) indicate 
that employees are more mobile and thus less dependent on a single organisation, 
which necessitates new ways of addressing their organisational attachment patterns 
and commitment (ibid.). Mowday et al. (1982) define organisational commitment as 
the relative strength of employees’ identification with and involvement in a particular 
organisation, the extent to which they are likely to work on its behalf, and the possibility 
that they will stay in the organisation for the long term. Organisational commitment is 
based on the following three facets:

•• Affective commitment – the extent to which employees are psychologically and 
emotionally attached to, identify with, and are involved in the organisation.

•• Continuance commitment – the extent to which employees desire and consciously 
decide to stay with the organisation, which stems from the physical, cognitive and 
emotional investment they have made in the organisation and makes separation from 
it an unattractive option.

•• Normative commitment – the extent of employees’ sense of obligation to an organisation. 
It appears that employees feel that they ought to stay with an employer because it is 
morally right to continue to work for the same employer or organisation. Employees 
who feel that they are treated fairly and are thus motivated by their supervisors may 
develop a strong trust in and loyalty to their leader, followed by a sense of obligation 
to stay with the organisation (Zehir, Erdogan & Basar, 2011). Similarly, Hansen, Alge, 
Brown, Jackson and Dunford (2013) add that when employees believe they are being 
treated unfairly, they are less likely to feel motivated to invest in the organisation or 
to develop sentiments of long-term commitment to the leadership or the organisation.

Consistent with the social exchange perspective, employees’ emotional attachment to an 
organisation implies that they are more committed after having weighed the pros and cons, 
following their resignation or the intent to resign (Coetzee, Mitonga-Monga & Swart, 2014; 
Kuo, 2013). Organisational commitment acts as a key factor in the connection between 
employee and organisation, provides cohesion, and stimulates employees to devote their 
efforts to addressing external influences and meeting customer demands (Kuo,  2013; 
Zehir, Sehitoglu & Edgan, 2012). Organisational commitment can be differentiated from 
exchange-based forms of motivation and target-relevant attitudes. According to Madsen, 
Miller and John (2005), organisational commitment influences employees’ behaviour and 
attitudes, even in the absence of extrinsic motivation. Employees who experience feelings 
of accomplishment and self-fulfilment tend to be psychologically and emotionally 
committed to the organisation (Hansen et al., 2013). Although the literature provides 
evidence about how ethical leadership relates to employees’ commitment, the extent to 
which these associations are sustained in the DRC organisational context is unknown.
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Goal of the study
Based on the literature, the following research hypothesis was formulated:

H1 : Ethical leadership will positively relate to employees’ organisational commitment.

The research question was formulated as follows: Do individuals’ perceptions of ethical 
leadership relate to their level of commitment? The research is significant in terms 
of possible future human resource interventions with regard to promoting employee 
commitment. It is believed that such interventions will be successful in an environment 
where leaders act and treat others in an ethical manner (Žemguliené, 2013).

Method

Research approach

A quantitative research approach was followed to achieve the research objective. The 
study took the form of a cross-sectional research approach that generated data from a 
non-probability convenience sample.

Sampling and procedure

The research was conducted in a railway organisation in the DRC. All permanent 
employees were requested to complete the questionnaires. A non-probability purposive 
sample of (N = 839) was used. The sample consisted of 68% men and 42% women. The 
participants were predominantly (61%) in the age group 25 to 40 years (early and 
established career). The majority of participants (67%) had between six and ten years 
of service in the organisation and most were well educated, with nearly 38% having an 
honours degree. Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics. 

Table 1: Profile of respondents (N = 839) 

Demographical variables Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 571 68.1

Female 268 31.9

Age

25 years and younger 212 25.2

26‑40 years 529 63.1

41‑55 years 83 9.9

56 and older 15 1.8

Job tenure

Less than 5 years 282 33.6

6‑10 years 510 60.8

11‑20 years and more 47 5.6

Educational level

National diploma 185 22.1

Bachelor’s degree 235 28.0

Honours degree 319 38.0

Masters degree and doctorate 100 11.9
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Measuring instruments

The questionnaires were translated from English into French and back into English by a 
linguistic expert (to ensure validity).

The Ethical Leadership Work Questionnaire (ELWQ) (Kalshoven et al., 2011) was used 
to measure participants’ perceptions of their leaders’ ethical behaviour. The ELWQ is a 
self-report instrument containing 38 items using a five-point Likert scale (1 = ‘Strongly 
disagree’, 5 = ‘Strongly agree’). Example items from the measure include “Is interested in 
how I feel and how I am doing”; “Holds me responsible for things that are not my fault”; 
“Permits me to play a key role in setting my own performance goal”; ”Shows concern 
for sustainability”; “Clarifies integrity guidance”; “Clarifies priorities”; and “Keeps his/her 
promises”. The ELWQ has evidenced good psychometric validity and reliability in the 
Netherlands and South Africa (Kalshoven et al., 2011). In this study, acceptable Cronbach 
alpha coefficients were obtained for all the measured dimensions, namely total ethical 
leadership (0.95); people orientation (0.85); fairness (0.83); power sharing (0.84); concern 
for sustainability (0.70); ethical guidance (0.82); role clarification (0.86); and integrity (0.83) 
(see Table 2).

The Organisational Commitment Scale (OCS) (Meyer & Allen, 1991) was used to 
measure participants’ organisational commitment. The OCS is a self-report instrument 
containing 24 items using a five-point Likert scale (1 = ‘Strongly disagree’, 5 = ‘Strongly 
agree’). Example items from the measure include “I would be happy to spend the rest of 
my career with the organisation”; “It would be very hard for me to leave my organisation 
right now”; and “I feel I have very few options to consider leaving this organisation”. 
The OCS has evidenced internal consistency reliability ranging from 0.73 (normative) 
and 0.79 (continuance) to 0.85 (affective) (Meyer & Allen, 1997). In this study, acceptable 
Cronbach alpha coefficients were obtained for all the measured dimensions, namely 
total organisational commitment (0.83); affective commitment (0.86); continuance 
commitment (0.88); and normative commitment (0.88) (see Table 2).

Using Nunnally and Bernstein’s (2010) desirability guidelines for internal consistency or 
reliability coefficients of between 0.70 and 0.90, both instruments gave reliable results.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, V22.0 (IBM 
Corp, 2013). Rasch analysis was used to evaluate uni-dimensionality, internal consistency 
and construct validity (Bond & Fox, 2013).

Firstly, means, standard deviations, Cronbach alpha coefficients and correlations between 
the ELWQ and OCS variables were calculated. A cut‑off point of 0.50 (large effect) was 
set for practical significance of all correlation coefficients (Cohen, 1992). Secondly, 
standard multiple regression analysis were used to determine whether the participants’ 
perceptions of their leaders’ ethical behaviour (measured by the ELWQ) predicted 
organisational commitment (measured by the OCS) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). In order 
to counter the probability of type I errors, it was decided to set the significance value at 
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a 95% confidence interval level (p ≤ 0.05). The F‑test was used to test whether there was a 
significant relationship between the independent and dependent variables.

Prior to conducting the various regression analyses, collinearity diagnostics were 
examined to ensure that zero-order correlations were below the level of concern (r ≥ .80); 
that the variance inflation factors did not exceed 10; and that the tolerance values were 
close to 1.0 (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2010).

Results 
Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table  2 presents the descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviations and internal 
consistency Cronbach alpha) and correlations of the study variables, i.e. ethical leadership 
and employee commitment.

In terms of the ELWQ (ethical leadership) variables, concern for sustainability obtained 
the highest mean score (M = 4.04; SD = 0.56); followed by ethical guidance (M = 4.02; 
SD = 0.65); power sharing (M = 4.00; SD = 0.63); people orientation (M = 3.99; SD = .63); total 
ethical leadership (M = 3.98; SD = 0.55); role clarification (M = 3.95; SD = 0.70); integrity 
(M = 3.93; SD = .86); and fairness (M = 3.92; SD = 0.55).

In terms of the OCS (organisational commitment) variables, the total sample scored 
the highest on the normative commitment (M = 4.13; SD = 0.57) variable; followed by 
continuance commitment (M = 4.08; SD = .65); affective commitment (M = 4.07; SD = .55); 
and total organisational commitment (M = 4.07; SD = 0.54). All three components imply a 
relatively high level of organisational commitment within the sample.

Table  2 also presents the significant correlation coefficients identified between the 
ELWQ and OCS variables. The inter-correlations ranged from r ≥ 0.46 (medium practical 
effect size) to r ≥ 0.70 (large practical effect size). These results showed that the zero-order 
correlations were below the threshold level of concern (r ≥ 0.80) of multi-collinearity. Total, 
affective, continuance and normative commitment were positively and significantly 
related to the ELWQ variables of people orientation, fairness, power sharing, concern for 
sustainability, ethical guidance, role clarification, integrity and total ethical leadership 
(with p‑values ranging between p ≤ .01 and p ≤ .05).

Standard multiple regression

Table 3 contains the regression results. The ethical leadership variables ethical guidance, 
role clarification, people orientation, power sharing and fairness showed a significant 
regression model (F(7, 834) = 103.98), accounting for 46% (R2 = 0.46; P ≤ 0.001; large practical 
effect) of the variance in affective commitment. More specifically, ethical guidance 
(β = 0.23; p ≤ .01); role clarification (β = 0.23; p ≤ .01); people orientation (β = 0.16; p ≤ .01); 
power sharing (β = 0.10; p ≤ .05); and fairness (β = 0.9; p ≤ .01) contributed significantly 
towards explaining the proportion of variance in the OCS affective and continuance 
commitment variables.
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Table 2: M
ean, standard deviations, C

ronbach alpha and correlations betw
een variables
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Α
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0

1 –
 statistically significant
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 –
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The ethical leadership variables of people orientation, ethical guidance, integrity, role 
clarification and power sharing produced a statistically significant regression model 
(F(7, 834) = 151.02), accounting for 56% (R2 = 0.56; p ≤ .01; large practical effect) of variance in 
continuance commitment. More specifically, people orientation (β = 0.22; p ≤ .01); ethical 
guidance (β = 0.20; p ≤ .01); integrity (β = 0.19; p ≤ .05); role clarification (β = 0.17; p ≤ .01); 
and power sharing (β = 0.04; p ≤ .01) contributed significantly towards explaining the 
proportion of variance in the OCS continuance commitment variable.

The ethical leadership variables of people orientation, ethical guidance, power sharing, 
fairness, integrity and role clarification produced a statistically significant regression 
model (F(7, 834) = 120.69), accounting for 50% (R2 = 0.50; p ≤ .01; large practical effect) of 
the variance in normative commitment. More specifically, people orientation (β = 0.26; 
p ≤ .01); ethical guidance (β = 0.23; p ≤ .01); power sharing (β = 0.13; p ≤ .01); fairness 
(β = 0.12; p ≤ .01); integrity (β = 0.12; p ≤ .01); and role clarification (β = 0.08; p ≤ .05) 
contributed significantly towards explaining the proportion of variance in the normative 
commitment OCS variable.

The ethical leadership variables of people orientation, ethical guidance, role clarification, 
power sharing, fairness and integrity produced a statistically significant regression 
model (F(7, 834) = 194.71), accounting for 61% (R 2 = 0.61; p ≤ .01; large practical effect) 
of variance in overall commitment. More specifically, people orientation (β = 0.24; 
p ≤ 0.000.01); ethical guidance (β = 0.23; p ≤ .01); role clarification (β = 0.19; p ≤ .01); power 
sharing (β = 0.16; p ≤ .01); fairness (β = 0.09; p ≤ .05); and integrity (β = 0.08; t = 2.48; p ≤ .05) 
contributed significantly towards explaining the proportion of variance in the overall 
commitment variable.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to determine the relationship between ethical leadership and 
organisational commitment. The broader purpose was to determine whether ethical 
leadership significantly influenced employees’ level of commitment in the railway 
industry in the DRC.

Overall, the results showed that ethical leadership did indeed influence employees’ 
level of commitment towards the organisation. More specifically, ethical guidance, role 
clarification, people orientation, power sharing and fairness significantly and positively 
influenced affective commitment. People orientation, ethical guidance, integrity, role 
clarification and power sharing also positively influenced the participants’ continuance 
commitment. The results also indicated that people orientation, ethical guidance, power 
sharing, fairness, integrity and role clarification positively influenced the participants’ 
level of normative commitment, while people orientation, ethical guidance, role clarification, 
power sharing, fairness and integrity positively influenced their overall commitment to the 
organisation.
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Table 3: The result of standard regression analysis: Ethical leadership as predictor of em
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The analysis showed that ethical leadership is related to affective, normative, continuance 
and overall organisational commitment. A high level of people orientation and power 
sharing was related to high commitment. Therefore, when individuals are supported 
and allowed to have a say in the decision-making process, they are more likely to be 
committed to the organisation. This is supported by the findings of Kalshoven et al. (2011). 
Since a high level of integrity and fairness relates to high commitment, ethical leaders 
who are perceived to be consistent in their words and who treat employees fairly and 
with dignity are likely to positively influence employees’ level of commitment (Nelson 
& Daniels,  2014). Furthermore, a high level of ethical guidance, role clarification and 
concern for sustainability correlated with a high level of commitment. This indicates 
that when employees perceive their leaders to provide guidelines, clarify responsibilities 
and make them aware of ethical issues, they are likely to accept the goals and values of 
the organisation and to exert effort and have a strong desire to maintain membership in 
the organisation. These findings mirror those of Brundage and Koziel (2010); Ismail and 
Daud (2014); and Kalshoven et al. (2011). It is clear that ethical leadership has a strong 
relationship with employees’ organisational commitment.

Affective commitment reflects an employee’s emotional attachment to, identification 
with, and involvement in the organisation. This mindset also reflects a desire that develops 
when employees see their individual employment relationship as being in harmony with 
the goals and values of the organisation for which they are currently working (Meyer & 
Herscovitch, 2001; Ponnu & Tennakoon, 2009).

The regression analyses showed the following results:

•• Affective commitment was predicted by ethical leadership (ethical guidance, power 
sharing and fairness). Hence, if employees perceive their leaders to be ethical – i.e. 
communicating expectations with regard to adhering to ethical rules, clarifying 
performance goals, involving followers in decision making and treating them fairly – 
they will be psychologically and emotionally attached to the organisation (Ismail & 
Daud, 2014).

•• Continuance commitment was predicted by people orientation, ethical guidance, role 
clarification, integrity and power sharing. This implies that when leaders act ethically 
– i.e. they are concerned with the group’s interests, promote ethical conduct, clarify 
responsibilities and performance goals, and are consistent in their words and deeds – 
employees will be committed and inclined to stay in the organisation. These findings 
confirm previous research (Ezirim, Nwibere & Emecheta, 2012).

•• Normative commitment was predicted by people orientation, ethical guidance, 
power sharing, integrity and fairness, and role clarification. Employees who perceive 
their leaders to be ethical – i.e. promoting and rewarding ethical conduct, involving 
them in decision making, keeping promises, treating them with fairness, respect and 
honesty, and clarifying performance goals – employees will feel compelled to stay 
in the organisation. These findings confirm previous studies (Ko & Hur, 2014; Miao, 
Newman, Schwarz & Xu, 2013; Ram & Prabhakar, 2011).
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Conclusions, implications, limitations and future research
The study showed a strong positive relationship between ethical leadership and 
organisational commitment. It adds value to the organisational commitment literature by 
shedding new light on how employees’ perceptions of their leaders’ ethical behaviour in 
the DRC’s railway work environment relate to their levels of organisational commitment. 
The findings seem to support those of Ismail and Daud (2014), namely that employees 
who work under the supervision of ethical leaders who are honest and treat them with 
fairness and dignity are more likely to be psychologically and emotionally attached to 
the organisation and less likely to leave it. In practice, the knowledge gleaned from the 
observed association between the behaviour of perceived ethical leaders (in terms of 
people orientation, fairness, power sharing, concern for sustainability, ethical guidance, 
role clarification and integrity) and the participants’ affective, continuance, normative 
and overall commitment may be useful in the retention of skilled employees in the DRC 
transport and railway sector.

Furthermore, the results have interesting implications for business leaders. In pursuit of 
organisational ethics, leaders at all levels should serve as role models by demonstrating 
ethical leadership before requiring employees to commit to the organisation and 
engage in ethical work behaviour. Given that ethical leadership has a positive impact on 
employees’ attitudes and behaviour, organisations should hire people with strong ethical 
convictions and provide ethics training and ethical leadership programmes that can help 
them to not only develop ethical leadership skills, but also to influence their employees’ 
level of commitment.

Although the study supports the importance of studying ethical leadership, it is not 
without limitations. Firstly, the sample consisted of employees employed in one 
organisation. The results cannot therefore be generalised to other organisations. Secondly, 
the researchers could not prove the causality of relationships, because the findings of the 
study used correlational data. Longitudinal studies should be conducted to establish the 
causal relationships between the variables.

Despite these limitations, the present study makes a meaningful contribution to the 
literature of business ethics, leadership and employee commitment. It expands the current 
understanding of the organisational dynamics of workplace ethics by theoretically and 
empirically demonstrating the value of ethical leadership with regard to employee 
outcomes such as commitment and satisfaction, and by specifying the ways in which 
ethical leaders affect these. With ethics being considered a universal value (Podger & 
Menzel, 2014; Schwartz, 2005) and ethical leadership being endorsed across cultures, this 
study serves as an example for DRC researchers to examine the effects of ethical leadership 
on employee outcomes such as job satisfaction, organisational citizenship behaviour and 
employee engagement. It is recommended that future research be replicated with broader 
samples across various organisations and manufacturing organisations. This would help 
researchers to gain further insight into the effects of ethical leadership on employees’ 
attitudes and behaviour. Moreover, in this study it would have been beneficial to measure 
all study variables from the perspectives of both leaders and subordinates.
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