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Abstract
The article introduces an expanded typology of research 
approaches applicable to the field of ethical leadership, namely: 
theoretical-integrative, systematic-analytical,  narrative-
interpretive, and action-advocacy. An illustrative review 
identified clear examples of this framework for categorising 
types of research on ethical leadership. It is concluded that 
the investigation shows the applicability of a more nuanced 
perspective on research in the field of ethical leadership. The 
analysis provides support for the use of the typology beyond 
the customary quantitative and qualitative dichotomy.

1.	 Introduction
The term ethics refers to sets of standards or value-driven 
rules governing human behaviour (Racelis, 2010). In the 
Western tradition, the discussion of ethics dates back to 
Plato (427‑347 B.C.) and Aristotle (384‑322 B.C.) (Vogel, 2012). 
The term is derived from the Greek word ethos meaning 
conduct, character or custom. An early, but comprehensive, 
literature review demonstrates that ethics is studied in various 
disciplines (Ciulla, 1995). It has also been an enduring topic for 
speculation and research in various management disciplines 
and in organisational studies (Ciulla, 1995; Halisa, Akovab & 
Tagrafc, 2007; Proios, Athanailidis & Arvanitidou, 2009). It can 
be concluded that although ethics has its origin in ancient times, 
it continues to touch all spheres of life and human activity, 
including the business world (Takala, 2012). It is characterised 
by a comprehensive body of literature that reflects the use 
of diverse conceptual and methodological approaches. There 
has also been an unprecedented upsurge of interest in ethics 
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within various business contexts (Copeland, 2014; Jones, 2015; Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012) 
as a result of a number of devastating business and corporate scandals, for example 
Steinhoff, Worldcom, Enron, and Lehman Brothers. 

In the present investigation, the nature of research and published scholarly literature 
pertaining to the field of ethical leadership is highlighted by way of illustrative examples. 
Within the broad field of business ethics particular emphasis has been placed on the 
central role of ethical leadership in organisations (Bishara & Schipani, 2009; Hannah & 
Zatzick, 2007; Ncube & Wasburn, 2006; Palmer, 2013). Kasthuri (2009), as well as Brewster, 
Carey, Grobler, Holland and Warnich (2008), regard ethical leadership as one of the 
fundamental challenges of our times. Schoeman (2014) believes that no organisation 
can be ethical if its leaders are not. Ethical leadership is regarded as a key resource 
that can either be an asset or a hindrance in shaping behaviour in organisations, in 
achieving long-term organisational success, and in optimising the competitive advantage 
of business (Zain-Ul-Aabdeen, Khan, Khan, Farooq, Salman & Ruzwan, 2016). Therefore, 
the ethical dimension of leadership has been and continues to be a major topic of interest 
for researchers around the world (Lawton & Pảez, 2015).

It is customary to divide methodological approaches employed in organisational and 
business management research into quantitative and qualitative approaches (Bryman, 
2004; Bryman & Bell, 2015). Scholars, amongst them Stentz, Clark and Matkin (2012), 
also recommend the use of a combination of the two approaches into mixed-method 
designs in leadership research. Reviews of the literature have shown that these two basic 
methodological traditions, as well as combinations of the two, have also been used in 
ethical leadership research (Monahan, 2012).

However, early on, scholars such as Alvesson (1996) expressed dissatisfaction with these 
conventional approaches to leadership research. Although it is convenient to use the 
qualitative-quantitative dichotomy, the distinction between the two types of research is 
very broad and does not allow a more nuanced distinction between research approaches 
(Allwood, 2012; Parry, Mumford, Bower & Watts, 2014). Janićijević (2011) believes that 
the understanding of a complex phenomenon could be enhanced by employing a wider 
array of methodological approaches.

The present study focuses on the nature of ethical leadership research beyond what 
is usually referred to as quantitative and qualitative designs. The aim of the study is to 
perform a typological analysis of research in the field of ethical leadership to expand 
the range of research methodological applications. A framework of four basic modes 
of obtaining knowledge is proposed for analysing the nature of ethical leadership 
research. This approach provides a broader framework for identifying more distinctive 
methodological options to the study of ethical leadership. It has not previously been 
used to categorise research in this field. However, it has been successfully applied before 
in analysing research trends in Human Resource Management (C. Pietersen, 2016) and 
in organisational culture (Pietersen, 2017), and in considering the nature of knowledge 
development in the discipline of Industrial/Organisational Psychology (Pietersen, 2005).
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2.	 Ethical leadership
In contrast to other type of contributions (e.g. philosophical, sociological, business 
management) to what is generally referred to as the field of ‘business ethics’, leadership 
ethics is an applied field of ethics (Ciulla, 2005) that typically focuses on behavioural 
or psychological aspects. Enderle (1987:669) highlights the importance of the ethical 
dimension of managerial behaviour, which, for him, amounts to “responsible leadership 
in complex situations”. Yukl (2006), as well as Mihelič, Lipičnik and Tekavčič (2010), 
regard the concept of ethical leadership as an ambiguous construct consisting of 
various diverse elements. In the leadership literature there seems to be a lack of clarity 
as to how to define and measure the concept (Yukl, Mahsud, Hassan & Prussia, 2013). 
In general, ethics provide individuals and groups with a system of rules or principles 
which serve as guidelines for making decisions about what is right and what is wrong 
in a given situation (Northouse, 2010). When applied to leadership, ethics is about the 
character of leaders/managers and their actions and behaviours. The most well-known 
and frequently used definition of ethical leadership is formulated by Brown, Treviño and 
Harrison (2005:120). They describe the concept 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”.

More recent views of ethical leadership (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Yates,  2014) 
propose that ethical leadership is related to leaders’ ability to consistently base their 
decisions and behaviour on relevant moral values, norms, rules, and obligations, as well 
as their ability to cultivate ethical decision making and behaviour amongst their followers/
subordinates. Brown and Treviño (2006) reviewed the ethical leadership literature, linking 
it more broadly with the concepts of spiritual, authentic and transformational leadership. 
They also discuss the influence of individual behavioural aspects such as personality and 
motivation, and outcomes of ethical leadership such as employee pro-social behaviour, 
ethical decision making by followers, follower work attitudes, and employee counter-
productive behaviour. 

The findings of a recent literature review of ethical leadership by Monahan (2012) also 
show that the concept is complex and a relatively new area of study. In addition, her 
study reveals four main topics on which researchers have tended to focus, namely, 
the definition of ethical leadership, the personal integrity and morality of a leader, 
how a leader ethically influences followers, and current challenges facing ethical 
leaders (2012:56). Resick, Hanges, Dickson and Mitchelson (2006) compare the degree 
to which four aspects of ethical leadership, namely, character or integrity, altruism, 
collective motivation, and encouragement, are regarded across cultures as important 
for effective leadership. They found that each of these dimensions varied significantly 
amongst cultures. Plinio (2009) summarised research that shows that there is a global 
need for ethical leadership. He reports that ethical misconduct in general remains high; 
employees do not report unethical conduct for fear of reprisal; and that the number of 
companies reporting the successful establishment of an ethical organisational culture 
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has declined. His solution is: ethical leadership at the top; supervisor reinforcement; peer 
commitment to ethics; and embedded ethical values in businesses. Copeland (2014), in 
turn, reviews the literature in terms of what she describes as “values-based leadership” 
and identifies three core constructs, namely, authentic leadership, ethical leadership, 
and transformational leadership. She recommends research that cultivates, develops and 
measures values-based leadership.

In sum, the ethical leadership literature has substantially increased over the past few 
decades with increasing attention to various antecedents and consequences, as well as 
its empirical relationship with other workplace and organisational behaviours. 

3.	 Approaches to ethical leadership research
Various terms have traditionally been used to distinguish between what is now generally 
described as quantitative and qualitative research. Robson (2011), for example, uses the 
terms positivist/objectivistic instead of quantitative, and interpretive/subjectivistic to refer 
to qualitative research. Although earlier research findings about ethical leadership are 
largely anecdotal and normative in nature (Brown & Treviño, 2006), the use of quantitative 
(mainly hypothesis-testing) designs has come to dominate research on ethical leadership 
(Hodgson, Green & Kodatt, 2012). Plinio, Young and Lavery (2010), as well as Darcy 
(2010), Marsh (2013) and Resick, Martin, Keating, Dickson, Kwan and Peng (2011) studied 
ethical leadership from a qualitative perspective. Other scholars, such as Ekaningtias 
(2016); Kacmar, Andrews, Harris and Tepper (2013); Obicci (2015); and Ruiz-Palomino, 
Saez-Martınez and Martınez-Canas (2013) investigated the relationship between ethical 
leadership, individual-level employee behaviour work outcomes, as well as group- 
and organisational-level variables (such as organisational culture) from a quantitative 
perspective. Yang, Ding and Lo (2016), for example, investigated the relationship between 
ethical leadership and multidimensional organisational citizenship behaviours. Zhu 
(2008) conducted research on psychological empowerment as an underlying influence 
mechanism through which ethical leadership affects followers’ moral identity. Selart and 
Johansen (2011) studied the relationship between ethical decision making and leadership 
stress. Shin (2012) investigated the relationship amongst a number of variables, including 
ethical leadership, ethical climate and organisational citizenship behaviour.

Quantitative research has also been conducted to develop measures of ethical leadership 
or to relate the concept to existing psychometric tests. Questionnaires to assess aspects 
of ethical leadership, as well as ethical decision making in the work context, have been 
developed and/or validated by, amongst others, Boshoff, Kotzé and Nel (2014), Chikeleze 
(2014), Kalshoven, Den Hartog and De Hoogh (2011a), and Yukl, Mashud, Hassan and 
Prussia (2013). In addition, Kalshoven et al. (2011b) investigated the association between 
ethical leader behaviour and the Big Five Factors of Personality, while scholars, such as 
De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008), employed a multi-method design to investigate the 
relationship between leaders’ social responsibility and various aspects of ethical leadership. 
Mayer, Kuenzi and Greenbaum (2010), criticise the current abundance of quantitative 
research on the associations between ethical leadership and other manifestations of 
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employee behaviour. It is also proposed that more research is needed to address the lack 
of rigorous, theory-based studies of ethical leadership (Brown & Treviño, 2006), as well as 
the development of models dealing with the implementation of interventions to develop 
ethical leadership in businesses, in order to enhance leaders’ ethical performance, and 
to find solutions for ethical leadership dilemmas in organisations (Monahan, 2012; 
Smit, 2013; Webley & Werner, 2008). 

3.1	 Basic orientations to knowledge development

H.J. Pietersen (2005, 2016) discusses a variety of approaches to knowledge development 
that have been evident in the history of scholarship. He explains how this has resulted 
in a number of basic and interconnected orientations or modes of understanding that 
typically underpin and shape the products of the human intellect, across a diverse range 
of disciplines and bodies of knowledge. Based on these insights he developed a four-
fold framework of interrelated fundamental knowledge orientations. He formulated a 
number of propositions central to this framework. The first proposition is that clearly 
recognisable, underlying orientations of mind govern different ideas, theories, and ways 
of making sense of and dealing with the world. Proposition two suggests that there is 
a dynamic tension of conflict and complementarity between co-existing orientations in 
the framework. The third proposition holds that individual or collective thought products 
bring to light different mixes of the basic orientations, even though dominant (primary) 
tendencies exist as a result of core predispositions. This implies that no thinker/scholar 
functions exclusively within a single mode of thought. Thinkers/scholars could also 
interface with the other modes of thought. Thus, in the present context, ethical leadership 
theorists may, for example, also engage in quantitative analyses and/or ethical improvement 
projects. Proposition four alludes to the idea that these underlying intellectual mind-sets 
appear to be universal – irrespective of whether knowledge endeavours take place in 
different cultures, societies, disciplines and traditions of thought, and at different levels 
of analysis. A further proposition specifies that the limitations of one modality of mind 
are complemented by the strengths of others, in particular diagonally opposite modes 
(Types I and III; and Types II and IV described below).

The typology of four interrelated knowledge orientations is categorised as: The 
Theoretical-integrative (Type I) mode, the Systematic-analytical (Type II) mode, the 
Narrative-interpretive (Type III) mode, and the Action-advocacy (Type IV) mode. The Type  I 
approach to research is theoretical in nature and is predominantly associated with abstract 
theory-building. The Type II mode has an empirical focus and is primarily characterised 
by impersonal/objective scientific rationality (also known by terms such as positivism). 
Both the Type III mode and Type IV mode, conversely, are predominantly associated with 
human needs, goals and values. The aim of the Narrative-interpretive mode of knowledge 
is to understand and describe the meaning of phenomena. It could also be described as 
experiential in nature. The Action-advocacy mode is focused on the improvement of the 
human condition (e.g. creating a just society). In the work environment it is pragmatic 
in nature and geared towards interventions and the development of human potential. 
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The major differentiating characteristics of each of the four types of knowledge in studies 
of ethical leadership are shown in Table 1.

Table 1:	 Four types of knowledge in ethical leadership research

Type I Type II

Ethical leadership theory Ethical leadership science

Aim:     Conceiving ethical leadership Aim:     Explaining ethical leadership 

Mode:  Theoretical-integrative Mode:  Systematic-analytical 

Type III Type IV

Ethical leadership interpretation Ethical leadership cultivation

Aim:     Describing ethical leadership Aim:     Developing ethical leadership

Mode:  Narrative-interpretive Mode:  Action-advocacy

4.	 Method

4.1	 Research design

The purpose of the present article is to introduce a more expanded typology of possible 
research approaches to the field of ethical leadership. Thus, the purpose of the study 
was not to conduct a comprehensive, full-scale review of ethical leadership research as 
such. The analysis was also not aimed at a critical analysis and detailed exposition of 
various leadership ethics models, empirical details and interpretations, as the case may 
be. Instead, an illustrative review was conducted and a number of articles with a primary 
focus on each of the four basic knowledge development orientations, was identified for 
inclusion as clear examples of, as well as in support of, a more comprehensive framework 
to categorise types of research on ethical leadership.

Databases, including FreeFull PDF, EBSCOhost Discovery, Academic Search Complete 
and scholar.google.com were accessed over a period of four months. Scholarly publications 
explicitly addressing the key search term: ethical leadership were obtained. In essence, 
this procedure is analogous to the one used by Monahan (2012) to examine dominant 
research approaches to the study of ethical leadership within a business context. 

4.2	 Sampling and sample

Purposive sampling was used to identify clear-cut examples of each of the four categories. 
A purposive sampling strategy is selected when selected units are judged to be typical 
of a population/universe of events under investigation (Bless & Higson-Smith, 2013) and 
is also useful when researchers continue to add units to a sample until they judge that 
data saturation has been reached (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Robson, 2011). Working back 
from most recent publications on the topic, a few scholarly ethical leadership articles 
were chosen for illustrative purposes as clearly identifiable examples of each of the four 
research types in terms of the framework described above. 

http://scholar.google.com
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In other words, ethical leadership publications were included that manifestly focused 
on either: theory-building proposals (Type  I); empirical (hypothesis-testing) research 
(Type   II); narrative-interpretive descriptions and accounts of ethical leadership 
activities and experiences (Type  III); or ethical leadership development and improvement 
research (Type IV).

4.3	 Procedures and analysis

The data collection and content analysis procedures used in the present study are, to a 
large extent, based on the process used by Pisani (2009) and Pietersen (2016). Full-text 
(pdf) ethical leadership articles were downloaded into a folder. Each of the articles was 
inspected in detail in terms of the following criteria: (a) its stated aims; (b) the nature of 
its methodology; and (c) its conclusions, to arrive at a selection for further investigation. 

An analysis was then conducted with the aid of the four-fold framework of knowledge 
development orientations described earlier. An article’s primary focus, as demonstrated 
by its aim, method and reported results  and conclusions, was judged to be the determining 
factors to decide under which one of four conceptual categories in the typological 
framework a specific article should be classified. Thus, the procedure consisted of a 
conceptual analysis of chosen publications for classification purposes.

Articles in which the primary purpose of the investigation is the construction or 
development of theories and models of ethical leadership are considered to be examples 
of Type I research. Articles which are empirical in nature and primarily focused on 
hypothesis-testing represent Type II research in the conventional mode of quantitative 
studies. Articles in which the focus is mainly on narratives (or stories) of perceptions and 
experiences of respondents of ethical leadership were categorised as Type III research. 
Articles in which the primary focus is on managing and developing ethical leadership in 
organisations, in terms of interventions and evaluation or policies and procedures, were 
judged to typify Type IV research. 

The trustworthiness of data generated by means of a process of content analysis has to 
be addressed throughout the data analysis process. Evidence for the trustworthiness of 
the typological framework used in the present study is provided by the way in which 
results were prepared, organised and reported (as recommended by Elo, Kääriäinen, 
Kanste, Pölkki & Kyngäs, 2014). See the Results section in terms of repeated cases of 
published research articles for each of the basic modes of research.

5.	 Results
The results of the content analysis are given by way of a convenient selection, instead 
of all-inclusive, number of articles deemed to be clear-cut evidentiary examples of each 
of the four fundamental types of research aim and design utilised in ethical leadership 
research. The reason for this choice is that the purpose of the presentation of the results 
is to provide credible support for the typological framework used in the present study. 
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In doing so, a broader perspective on the nature of, and approaches to, research endeavours 
in the field of ethical leadership has been introduced, supported by illustrative examples.

5.1	 Type I: Ethical leadership theory

As indicated previously, the aim in this mode of research is to conceive of and formulate 
inclusive models and taxonomies which, ideally, strive to produce full-blown and 
coherent theories of ethical leadership in organisations. Much of the attention is directed 
towards specifying relevant antecedents and consequences of ethical leadership. Jones 
(1995) proposes the character traits of the ascetic leader as the best guarantee of ethical 
leadership. The ascetic personality is characterised by, amongst others, self-control, 
self-discipline, and responsibility. This kind of leader is averse to wastefulness and to 
greed for its own sake, and strongly feels “… a sense of stewardship about everything in 
life …” (1995:868). Zhu, May and Avolio (2004) discuss the impact of ethical leadership 
on employees and suggest a conceptual framework that posits the psychological 
empowerment of employees as mediating factor between ethical leadership, employee 
commitment and trust in leaders. Knights and O’Leary (2006:125) recommends a  “… hybrid 
of MacIntyre’s virtue ethics and Levinas’s ethics of responsibility [that] may serve as an 
inspiration for both educators and practitioners”. Hansen (2011:42) proposes a so‑called 
multifocal social exchange model of ethical leadership that includes attention to the 
moderating influence of a variety of contextual factors such as the ethical culture of the 
organisation, ethical predispositions, and its impact on task performance, commitment 
and job satisfaction (2011:42). Table 2 provides further examples of ethical leadership 
studies in the theoretical-integrative mode of knowledge.

Table 2:	 Illustrative examples of Type I research in ethical leadership

Author(s) Year Description

Caldwell, Bischoff & Karri 2002 Proposes a Four Umpires Model of EL, concluding that the 
Facilitating Idealist (Umpire Four) model is best.

Palmer 2009
Proposes a three-level model of different EL issues, namely: 
individual morality, means of leadership and the leadership 
mission itself.

Mihelič, Lipičnik & Teka 2010

Proposes the following qualities of the ethical leader, namely: 
thinking about long-term consequences; aiming at the greater 
good; striving for fairness; taking responsibility; showing 
respect; setting high ethical standards; serving as role model 
(honest, trustworthy, courageous, demonstrating integrity).

Eisenbeiß & Giessner 2012
Proposes an EL framework consisting of manifest and latent 
contextual factors at three different levels of analysis: society, 
industry, and organisation. 

Van Wart 2014

Proposes a model of EL in terms of basic approaches, namely: 
virtue (personal integrity and authentic/positive leadership); 
deontological (moral management), and teleological (socially 
responsible, transforming leadership).
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5.2	 Type II: Ethical leadership science

The ethical leadership literature shows that, as is the case with many other management 
and organisational behaviour topics, the quantitative/explanatory (or hypothesis-testing) 
approach characteristic of the standard scientific (Type II) knowledge paradigm, is 
dominant. Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum and Kuenzi (2012) tested a number of hypotheses 
of antecedents and consequences of ethical leadership, showing a positive relationship 
between ethical leadership and leader moral identity and employee work outcomes, 
as well as a negative relationship between “… ethical leadership and unit unethical 
behaviour and relationship conflict” (2012:151). Ghahroodi, Ghazaliand and Ghorban 
(2013) examined the impact of ethical leadership on follower work outcomes and found 
that where leaders are considered as role models, employees tend to have higher levels of 
job satisfaction and commitment, and are less inclined to leave their jobs. Onorato (2013) 
tested a number of hypotheses showing that unethical leadership results in workplace 
bullying. Yates (2014) investigated the potential of ethical leadership to foster higher 
levels of employee job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and organisational 
citizenship. Her findings show that employees led by highly ethical leaders reported 
greater job satisfaction and organisational commitment than did employees led by less 
ethical leaders. No significant difference was reported amongst employees regarding the 
impact of ethical leadership on their level of organisational citizenship behaviour. Köse 
and Köse’s (2016) study of healthcare personnel reveals that ethical leadership impacts 
positively on employee identification with the organisation, and that ethical climate 
mediates ethical leadership behaviour. Table 3 provides further examples of ethical 
leadership studies in the systematic-analytical mode of knowledge.

Table 3:	 Illustrative examples of Type II research in ethical leadership

Author(s) Year Description

Zhu 2008 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 335) of ethical leadership, 
follower morality and psychological empowerment.

Caldwell, Hayes & Long 2010 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 296) of ethical leadership, 
trustworthiness and stewardship.

Kalshoven, Den Hartog &  
De Hoogh 2011 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 98) of ethical leadership and the 

big five personality factors.

Selart & Johansen 2011 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 38) of EL and stress.

Avey, Wernsing & Palanski 2012 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 845) of ethical leadership, 
psychological well-being and job satisfaction.

Shin 2012 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 263) of ethical leadership, 
ethical climate and organisational citizenship behaviour.

Kacmar, Andrews, Harris & 
Tepper 2013 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 136) of ethical leadership, 

organisational politics and political skill.

Ruiz-Palomino, Saez‑Martinez 
& Martinez-Canas 2013 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 151) of ethical leadership and job 

motivating potential.

Yates 2014
Hypothesis-testing study (N = 199) of ethical leadership, job 
satisfaction, organisational commitment and organisational 
citizenship behaviour.

Obicci 2015 Hypothesis-testing study (N = 160) of ethical leadership and 
employee performance.



63African Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 12 No.  2, November 2018, 54‑69

5.3	 Type III: Ethical leadership narrative

As the designation for this type of research indicates, narrative-interpretive studies of 
ethical leadership are concerned with the meaning and experiences of ethical leadership 
as recounted by employees in work organisations. Although this approach to human 
knowledge and understanding has gained a substantive following in many areas of 
organisational and management studies and is often referred to as qualitative research, 
it seems to be under-represented in the ethical leadership field, mostly as a result of the 
strong focus on hypothesis-testing (Type II) research (see previous section). Narrative 
studies of ethical leadership typically use small samples and methods such as in-depth 
interviews, content analyses and case studies to obtain information. Examples of this type 
of research are studies conducted by Darcy (2010) and Plinio, et al. (2010). In addition, 
Pelletier and Bligh (2008) investigated employees’ reaction to the unethical behaviour 
of top management in their organisation and found that employees attributed the poor 
ethical leadership to a number of causes, such as deficient moral reasoning, breaches 
of trust, hypocrisy, and poor role modelling. The result was much increased levels of 
cynicism, pessimism and fear amongst staff. Table 4 provides further examples of the 
narrative-interpretive (Type III) approach to the study of ethical leadership.

Table 4:	 Illustrative examples of Type III research in ethical leadership

Author(s) Year Description

Murphy & Enderle 1995 Content analysis of CEO profiles in terms of ethical leadership 
influence on their businesses.

Resick, Martin, Keating, 
Dickson, Kwan & Peng 2011 Interview content analysis of the meaning of EL for managers 

in six societies.

Koning & Waistell 2012 Metaphor analysis of Chinese managerial narratives to 
determine EL aspirations.

Marsh 2013 Interview content analysis of perceptions of EL by business 
executives.

Jones 2015 Phenomenological interviews of EL practices of Fortune 500 
leaders.

5.4	 Type IV: Ethical leadership development

Ethical leadership research in the action-advocacy (Type IV) mode is concerned 
about programmes and activities for cultivating and improving ethical leadership in 
organisations. The focus is on what actions can be taken to improve the ethics situation, 
especially as regards leader values, policies and conduct. Whereas ethical leadership 
research in the other three modes of knowledge provides often detailed information 
and quantitative analyses of various ethical leadership concepts and its organisational 
antecedents and consequences, Type IV research is concerned with application and 
betterment of the situation in the workplace and with evaluating ethical improvement 
intervention efforts. Adobor (2006) discusses the role of corporate ethics officers, 
concluding that persons with certain competencies and approaches are better suited 
to this position. Moreno (2010) discusses the managerial responsibility for ethical 
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communication and proposes a number of aspects for improving ethical leadership, 
namely: communicating with integrity, to the right people at the right time and place. 
Abrhiem (2012) discusses the moral development of leaders and how they can retain 
their ethical values in different business environments. Table 5 provides further examples 
of ethical leadership scholarship in the action-advocacy mode of knowledge.

Table 5:	 Illustrative examples of Type IV research in ethical leadership

Author(s) Year Description

Ncube & Wasburn 2006 Outlines a mentoring framework for promoting ethical 
decision making by managers.

Webley & Werner 2008 Recommends EL requirements in terms of organisational 
policies, process and practices.

Bishara & Scipani 2009 Outlines a programme for the detection, prevention and 
eradication of corrupt leadership practices.

Kasthuri 2009 Recommends a programmatic framework for improving  
EL practices in organisations.

Beeri, Dayan, Vigoda-Gadot 
& Werner 2013 Evaluation of the impact of an ethics programme on 

employees.

6.	 Conclusion
It is believed that the aim of the investigation, namely to introduce a broader, more 
nuanced, typology of research in the field of ethical leadership and to contribute to 
existing knowledge by expanding the range of such research efforts, has been met. The 
discussion provides support for the use of the typology to achieve a finer distinction 
amongst research endeavours conducted in the field and to augment the customary 
quantitative and qualitative dichotomy in ethical leadership research. All four basic 
modes are evident in ethical leadership thought, research and practice. 

Research published in the Type I mode of understanding gives evidence of the theoretical-
integrative pursuit to develop all-inclusive ethical leadership theories and models. Type  II 
research typically employs the hypothetico-deductive method. Type III research is 
analogous to traditional qualitative research. It is focused on reconstructing and describing 
the meaning and lived experiences of ethical leadership. A range of various methods 
(for example, in-depth, unstructured interviewing, case studies, content analysis, and 
metaphor descriptions), traditionally associated with the qualitative paradigm, are used 
in this mode of research. Type IV research is focused on empowering leaders to be more 
ethical. The purpose of this mode of research is to develop and evaluate interventions, 
activities and programmes aimed at developing, influencing and changing the nature of 
ethical leadership to enhance the congruence between the practice of ethical leadership 
and a healthy and productive organisational environment.

The study provides a good indication of the appropriateness of the paradigmatic 
framework for classifying research in the field of ethical leadership. It is recommended 
that the typology be considered by ethical leadership scholars and researchers for 
the purpose of further knowledge development in the field of study. Managers and 
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practitioners could also broaden their horizons by taking cognisance of the idea that 
research on ethical leadership could be conducted, not only by using a preferred (and 
traditional) modality, but also by considering and employing multiple modalities. 

The use of a small sample could be regarded as a limitation of the study. However, the 
focus of the present article was merely to provide illustrative examples of each of the 
four types of research in the field of ethical leadership. In view of the aim of the article, 
this is not regarded as a serious limitation, as long as clear examples of each of the four 
knowledge development orientations that shape the products of the human intellect 
have been provided.

Lastly, the use of the typology of four interrelated knowledge orientations to analyse 
ethical leadership research provides a broadened perspective on the nature of different 
approaches to studying and understanding in this field of interest. This could assist in 
expanding scholarly horizons and should provide a more rounded perspective on the 
nature of enquiry and study in the field. 
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