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ABSTRACT
Despite its theoretical grounding in the personal moral characteristics of leaders, most research on Brown 
et al.’s (2005) ethical leadership construct has tended to ignore the personal life (friends/family) aspects 
of leaders. In this study, we consider ethical leadership behavior in both work and non-work (i.e., with 
friends and family) domains at both the intra-individual (domain) and individual (leader as a whole person) 
levels of analysis. We examine our research questions with a sample of 104 leaders and their 1,458 raters in ex-
ecutive MBA programs in the United States and Ireland. Our findings demonstrate that ethical leadership  
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operates at the individual level of analysis in both work and non-work contexts, with the implication that 
researchers should consider both the mean and variation of ethical leadership. Our findings also indicate 
strong within-domain and limited cross-domain effects of ethical leadership and ethical leadership varia-
tion on cognitive trust, affective trust, and abusive supervision.  

Keywords: Ethical Leadership, Multi-Domain Leadership, Levels of Analysis, Trust, Affective Trust, Cognitive 
Trust, Abusive Supervision

The notion that effective leaders are also ethical persons 
is nearly axiomatic in leadership studies (i.e., Bedi et al., 
2016). Consensus about personal ethical behavior—that 
is, different people in different situations observing simi-
lar levels of ethical behavior of a particular leader—helps 
to provide credibility, predictability, and trustworthiness, 
ultimately leading to outcomes such as increased trust in 
the leader and increased leader effectiveness (Hoch et al., 
2018; Ng & Feldman, 2015; Simons et al., 2015). Some 
even argue that ethical leadership is itself the very essence 
of effective leadership (Newstead et al., 2021; Sturm et al., 
2017). Indeed, according to findings from the GLOBE 
study of over 17,000 leaders in 62 countries ( Javidan 
et al., 2006), elements relating to a positive sense of ethics 
are included in most people’s implicit leadership theories 
(House et al., 2002). For example, universal facilitators of 
leadership effectiveness included being trustworthy, just, 
and honest, whereas universal impediments included 
being self-protective and malevolent.

While many popular leadership theories contain eth-
ical elements (e.g., transformational, authentic, and ser-
vant), Brown et al.’s (2005) theory of ethical leadership 
arguably sets the standard as the theory most focused on 
the ethical behavior of individual leaders. Ethical leaders 
are considered to be attractive and credible role mod-
els as they demonstrate integrity, set and maintain high 
ethical standards, engender trust and justice (Brown 
et al., 2005), and foster an ethical climate (Eisenbeiss 
et al., 2015). As most of the aspects of ethical leadership 
are focused on characteristics and consistent behavior of 

the individual leader, we might assume—as most the-
orizing seems to do—that the leader more or less acts 
morally, regardless of context. We note that aspects of 
the ethical leadership construct theoretically align with 
virtues, the habitual behaviors that are congruent with 
living the good life (Newstead et al., 2021). Indeed, 
ethical leadership has been defined from a character-
ological perspective as the adherence to the four cardi-
nal virtues across all areas of life (Riggio et al., 2010). 
As such, virtues are inherently multi-domain in nature; 
that is, they are concerned with both the leader’s work 
and non-work lives. As Newstead et al. (2021, p. 3) 
illustrate, a CEO’s compassion and wisdom in a board 
meeting should also be present with the waiter at lunch. 
Specifically, we argue that to truly understand ethical 
leadership, it is important to consider the context of a 
leader’s outside-of-work life, particularly relationships 
with family and friends.

Doing so is important for at least two reasons. First, 
insofar as ethical behavior reflects overall leader char-
acter, then a multi-domain perspective is necessary for 
the examination of the fullness of the construct. There is 
much evidence to suggest that individuals are not always 
consistent in their ethical behavior across life domains. 
For example, Riggio et al. (2010) ask readers to recall the 
many religious or political leaders who “railed against 
certain vices but engaged in those same behaviors in pri-
vate” (p. 236) believing (and perhaps convincing those 
in work setting) they were ethical leaders but living 
personal lives far from it. Inconsistent behavior across 
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domains may represent a dark or “hidden private life” or 
a systematic situational contingency in which the char-
acter traits manifest across domains (Fleeson, 2007). 
Indeed, research suggests that social roles across domains 
(parent or professional) represented a systematic sit-
uational contingency for the enactment of several vir-
tues—what they referred to as “virtue states” (Bleidorn 
& Denissen, 2015). Whether it be a hidden personal life 
or systematic variation, considerations across domains 
are meaningful and important for consideration.

Second, a multi-domain consideration is especially 
important for creating a greater understanding of lead-
ers’ actual experiences (Liao et al., 2015). In particular, 
some studies have suggested that leaders’ ethical lead-
ership might have reach beyond just the work domain. 
For example, Liao et al. (2015) found a positive rela-
tionship between employee perceptions of ethical lead-
ership and spouse’s family satisfaction. Similarly, Zhang 
and Tu (2018) found that employees of highly ethical 
supervisors report more work-to-family enrichment, 
which in turn leads to greater family and life satisfac-
tion, especially when the supervisor also provided fam-
ily-supportive behaviors. We surmise that these types 
of cross-domain effects exist because of the (inherently 
multi-domain) personal aspects of ethical leadership.

Further, because a leader’s work and non-work rela-
tionships are different, it is possible that an effective 
leader might display at least somewhat different ethical 
behaviors in work and non-work (family and friends) 
situations. This dynamic raises the possibility that even 
within the same person, the “ethical leader at work” acts 
differently than the “ethical leader with friends and fam-
ily.” Investigation of this possible variation and its impli-
cations lends itself to a levels-of-analysis perspective 
(e.g., Dansereau et al., 1984) in which we might con-
sider a particular leader’s ethical leadership behaviors at 
work and ethical leadership behaviors with friends and 
family to be two different—and possibly even indepen-
dent—levels of analysis. 

In short, despite a myriad of reasons why we might 
assume that a person would be perceived as an ethical 
leader across all situations, we believe that it is import-
ant to test this assumption. We seek to answer the funda-
mental research question, “What role does variation play 
with respect to ethical leader behavior?” by focusing on 
the ubiquitous construct of ethical leadership (Brown 
et al., 2005). In this article, we address these issues by 
first exploring the theoretical case for a high level of 
consensus regarding a leader’s display of ethical lead-
ership. Next, we review research about multi-domain 
leadership (Hammond et al., 2017) and demonstrate 
how it is helpful for gaining a better understanding of 
ethical leader behavior both at work and with friends/
family. We then present a way to test our assumptions by 
explicating a levels-of-analysis framework (Dansereau 
et al., 1984) based on ethical leader behavior as experi-
enced by relevant others (e.g., peers, direct reports, and 
family members) and its impact on commonly-studied 
outcomes such as cognitive and affective trust in the 
leader (Yang & Mossholder, 2010), as well as leader 
abusive supervision (Tepper, 2007). In doing so, we 
present a series of research questions to guide our analy-
sis. Finally, we test our research questions by examining 
multi-source, multi-domain data from 1,458 raters of 
104 leaders in the United States and Ireland.

Theoretical Development
Overview of Ethical Leadership
Ethical leadership is defined “as the demonstration of 
normatively appropriate conduct through personal 
actions and interpersonal relationships, and the pro-
motion of such conduct to followers through two-way 
communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” 
(Brown et al., 2005, p. 120). From its original theoriz-
ing, ethical leadership has been framed as a process of 
social learning in which leaders affect the ethical con-
duct of followers through modeling appropriate behav-
ior and norms (Brown et al., 2005). Ethical leaders gain 
a reputation as such through two means (Brown & 
Treviño, 2006). First, an ethical leader is considered 
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a moral person in that he or she demonstrates and 
embodies ethical principles, care, and fairness. Second, 
a reputation as an ethical leader is also built on being 
perceived as a moral manager through specific behaviors 
that encourage ethical practices in organizations such 
as discussing ethics and disciplining ethical violations 
(Brown & Treviño, 2006). Together, ethical leaders are 
considered to be attractive and credible role models as 
they demonstrate integrity, set and maintain high eth-
ical standards, and engender trust and justice (Brown 
et al., 2005) and foster an ethical climate (Eisenbeiss 
et al., 2015).

An increasing body of literature highlights the pos-
itive relationship between ethical leadership and fol-
lower outcomes including perceptions of fairness, fol-
lower ethical behavior, job satisfaction, self-efficacy, 
organizational commitment, organizational citizenship 
behaviors, and well-being (Bedi et al., 2016). Meta-anal-
ysis (Bedi et al., 2016) indicated a very high mean cor-
rected correlation (0.77), between perceptions of ethi-
cal leadership and leader effectiveness.

Impact of Ethical Leadership Variability 
Once viewed as mostly a nuisance resulting from 
error, more recent leadership research has begun to 
recognize the possible importance of rater variability 
(Lester et al., 2021). Despite this newfound interest, 
relatively few studies have examined rater variabil-
ity in perceptions of ethical leadership within work-
groups or organizations. These early examinations of 
variation in perceptions of ethical leadership suggest 
that a focus on the levels of analysis of ethical leader-
ship is important (Bormann et al., 2018). For example, 
using a within- and between-group analytic procedure 
(WABA), Den Hartog and De Hoogh (2009) differen-
tiated aspects of ethical leadership into perceptions of 
fairness and empowering leadership. They found that 
team members tend to share consistent evaluations of 
their leaders’ ethical behaviors in terms of fairness, but 
greater variability for empowering behaviors. In other 

words, fairness tended to be a group-level phenome-
non whereas perceptions of empowerment tended to 
be an individual-level phenomenon rated in the eye of 
the beholder. Additionally, Bai and colleagues (2019) 
found that 35% of the variance of ethical leadership 
occurred at the group level.

Research in moral behavior also supports the poten-
tial importance of variability in ethical leader behavior. 
For example, in a series of studies, Hannah et al. (2018) 
demonstrated that moral identity—that is, how individ-
uals construe their moral self (Blasi, 1993)—is a com-
plex construct. They found that moral identity consists 
of four elements (justice, benevolence, obligation, and 
integrity), but that the importance of these elements 
will vary according to sub-identity or role (e.g., son/
daughter, friend, coworker, follower). Their findings 
hint at the notion that variability in ethical leadership 
might extend beyond a particular role (i.e., the leader 
at work).

Multi-domain Perspective of Ethical Leadership
Multi-domain leadership (Hammond et al., 2017) 
takes a whole-person approach to understanding how 
individuals see themselves as leader and how this leader 
identity interacts and develops across the leader’s many 
life domains (Hammond et al., 2017). Hammond and 
colleagues suggest that the leader identity is unique in 
that it spans multiple domains: one can be a leader as a 
manager, but also as a parent, sibling, little league coach, 
etc. As such, several sub-identities contribute to the 
overall identity as a leader and thus can involve many dif-
ferent leadership behaviors. By taking a multi-domain 
leadership perspective (Hammond et al., 2017), we 
highlight the nuance associated with variability-based 
constructs to unpack the within- and between-con-
textual situations that may serve to clarify the patterns 
of consistency and variability to resolve the tensions 
between the two. Multi-domain leadership theory is 
well suited not only to address this tension because 
it takes a whole-person approach in understanding a 
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leader, on the one hand, but also to address the inherent 
variability of sub-identities that exist by leading across 
life domains (work and non-work), on the other hand.

Hammond and colleagues (2017) suggest that in 
addition to work, there can be many non-work domains 
in which leaders are embedded that contribute to 
their sense of self as a leader. We focus primarily on 
the friends and family domain because, in questions 
of consensus and variability of ethical leader behavior, 
friends and family provide a perspective of leaders that 
are potentially more robust, more reliable, and more 
deeply held. Work and family roles tend to be the most 
salient roles held by individuals, and leader behaviors 
within both domains reciprocally influence each other 
(Courtright et al., 2016). Friends and family generally 
see a leader more frequently and over longer time hori-
zons than peers, supervisors, and followers. Even if a 
leader changes roles or organizations, their friends and 
family remain the same. Second, relationships in the 
friends and family domain generally involve greater lev-
els of intimacy and trust—in other words, friends and 
family tend to know a leader at a deeper level than work 
colleagues and vice versa. When it comes to leading 
among friends and family, because the relationships are 
long-standing and trust an important ingredient, there 
may be more at stake for a leader among friends and 
family than at work.

To our knowledge, up until now, there has not been 
a published investigation that considers the idea that, 
with respect to ethical leadership, a leader could be 
viewed similarly in one domain but variable in another 
domain, or that the pattern of ethical leadership in one 
domain may impact the variability of outcomes in the 
other domain. Given all these nuanced complexities 
that multi-domain leadership theory helps us tackle, we 
turn now to explaining observer perspectives of leader 
behavior followed by the various levels of analysis that 
help us to examine variability in perceptions of ethical 
leader behavior.

The Importance of Variable Observer Perspectives on 
Ethical Leadership
One approach to investigating these questions is by 
examining the variability in ratings of leadership across 
multiple sources, a common approach in much of the 
extant leadership literature, especially in the self-other 
agreement literature (Lee & Carpenter, 2018) and lev-
els of analysis literature (Dansereau et al., 1984). Over 
the past couple of decades, to address the limitations 
of single-source assessment, many organizations have 
adopted multi-source feedback, commonly referred to as 
360-degree assessments (Brett & Atwater, 2001). A key 
assumption of 360-degree feedback is that multiple per-
spectives from multiple levels in the organization provide 
a more accurate and holistic assessment of behavior and 
performance than that provided by the manager alone. 

As ethical leadership is grounded in social learning 
theories, naturally most studies of ethical leadership rely 
primarily on follower ratings of the leader (Magalhães 
et al., 2019). However, multiple perspectives of per-
ceived ethical leadership may be informative, as ethical 
leadership addresses a “multi-faceted network of stake-
holders” (Eisenbeiß & Giessner, 2012, p. 17). Further, 
ethical leadership is defined as “normatively appropriate 
conduct” (Brown et al., 2005, p. 120), suggesting that 
appropriate behavior may be context-dependent. What 
individuals determine as morally appropriate may vary 
based on their own personal and cultural perspectives.

While Brown and colleagues (2005) describe ethical 
leadership as a collective phenomenon, in which members 
of the same team share perceptions, few studies have exam-
ined rater agreement in perceptions of ethical leadership 
within workgroups or organizations. The few studies that 
have done so indicate that the operative level of analysis for 
ethical leadership is unclear (see Bai et al., 2019; Bormann 
et al., 2018; De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Lin et al., 
2019). These early examinations of variation in perceptions 
of ethical leadership suggest that a focus on the levels of anal-
ysis of ethical leadership is worthy of further explanation. 
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Levels of Analysis of Ethical Leadership
Levels of analysis are simply the objects or entities of 
study (Dansereau et al., 1984; Kozlowski & Klein, 
2000; Yammarino et al., 2005). In the current investi-
gation, we focus on the individual leader as our primary 
level of analysis, with a focus on lower-level “building 
blocks” (Palanski & Yammarino, 2011) of different 
domains (work and friends/family) and different per-
sons within those situations. In order to adequately con-
sider the fullness of ethical behavior, we need to con-
sider the variability of such behavior both within and 
between domains, which we do as a two-step process, as 
outlined below and summarized in Table 1.

Step 1: Variability of Ethical Leadership 
Within Domain (Intra-individual) Levels 
of Analysis
The purpose of Step 1 is to assess the operative level of anal-
ysis for each of two domain-level sub-identities (work and 
friends/family, respectively). Variability at any particular 

level of analysis may be described as consisting of one of 
four conditions (Dansereau et al., 1984; also see Klein et al. 
[1994] for a complementary discussion). First, a “wholes” 
condition occurs when there is significant variation 
between entities (e.g., between leaders), but not within 
entities. Second, a “parts” condition occurs when there is 
no significant variation between entities, but there is sig-
nificant variation within entities. Third, an “equivocal” 
condition occurs when there is significant variation both 
between and within entities. Fourth, a “null” condition 
occurs when there is no significant variation either between 
or within entities. A null condition often indicates the 
presence of a very strong effect residing at a different (often 
higher) level of analysis. For example, imagine leaders func-
tioning under a totalitarian regime whose strong norms 
govern all areas of life, resulting in no meaningful variation 
of behavior between leaders at work or in personal life.

Given that our two domains (intra-individual lev-
els of analysis) may have any of these four conditions 

Table 1
Ethical Leadership Levels of Analysis Possibilities

*We use the generic Domain A and Domain B labels instead of work and Friends/Family to 
highlight the notation that in Scenarios 4, 5, and 6, the logic is the same even if the domains 
are reversed.
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 present when comparing the domains we have a total 
of 16 (4 × 4) possible combinations to consider. To 
simplify our explanation, in Table 1 we consider six of 
these possible combinations. We omit discussion of the 
four combinations with null conditions because a null 
condition simply indicates that we would need to con-
sider an altogether different level of analysis (something 
other than an individual leader and the leader’s work 
and family/friends intra-individual levels). We also sim-
plify the discussion of the remaining 12 combinations 
down to 6 by noting that the arguments and inferences 
are the same if we reverse the domain classifications for 
unlike combinations of levels of analysis (represented as 
scenarios 4–6 in Table 1). It is important to note that 
in Step 1, we are considering the appropriate level of 
analysis in the same way as presented in prior leadership 
research (e.g., transformational leadership [Yammarino 
& Bass, 1990]; behavioral integrity [Palanski & Yam-
marino, 2011]; fairness/empowering leadership [De 
Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008]). The only difference 
is that we are considering it two times (once for each 
respective domain).

Research Question 1a and 1b: What is the oper-
ative level of analysis condition for ethical leader-
ship in the (a) work domain and (b) friends and 
family domain?

Although not our primary concern, it is also necessary 
to investigate the operative level of analysis for our out-
come variables. While we recognize that many studies 
naturally focus on the outcome constructs of interest, in 
this investigation we take the liberty of including three 
well-established “usual suspect” outcomes because our 
primary interest is on the multi-domain and multi-level 
characteristics of ethical leadership as an exogenous 
(independent) construct. Specifically, we focus on per-
haps the most common outcome of ethical leadership 
(i.e., trust; Mayer et al., 1995). Numerous studies and 
multiple meta-analyses (Bedi et al., 2016; Hoch et al., 
2018; Ng & Feldman, 2015) have firmly established 

trust in the leader as a robust and enduring result of 
consistent ethical leadership. Often, studies focus on 
the role of trust in the leader as a mediator between 
ethical leadership and other outcomes such as employee 
well-being (e.g., Chughtai et al., 2015). In this study, we 
examine trust in the forms of both affective trust and 
cognitive trust (Newman et al., 2014). Likewise, we 
also focus on an important “anti-ethical” outcome (i.e., 
abusive supervision) (Tepper, 2007) because of its ubiq-
uity and importance in the broader ethical leadership 
literature. 

Research Question 1c and 1d: What is the oper-
ative level of analysis condition for cognitive trust, 
affective trust, and abusive supervision, respec-
tively, in the (c) work domain and (d) friends and 
family domain?

Step 2: Relationship of Ethical Leader-
ship and Outcome Variables
Having assessed the operative level of analysis of ethical 
leadership for both work and friends/family in Step 1, 
the purpose of Step 2 is to identify the relevant vari-
ables to be used for investigating the impact of ethical 
leadership on outcome variables (in our investigation, 
cognitive trust, affective trust, and abusive supervi-
sion, respectively) and to decide how to test these 
relationships.

Identifying the relevant variables is fairly simple. For 
a wholes condition, one may use the individual-level 
mean score of ethical leadership; that is, the average 
score for all raters within a domain. For a parts condi-
tion, one needs to choose and calculate some measure of 
variability of the scores from raters within a particular 
domain, for example, standard deviation (SD). For an 
equivocal condition, one may use the mean (represent-
ing between-leader variation), a chosen variability mea-
sure such as SD (representing within-leader variation), 
or some combination of these two.
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Although identification of the relevant variables is 
fairly straightforward, there are multiple challenges 
with deciding how to use these variables in an empiri-
cal test with respect to outcome variables. First, there is 
a challenge in interpreting any combinations of ethical 
leadership that include a parts condition (e.g., wholes 
for Domain A with parts for Domain B); second, there 
is a challenge of interpreting ethical leadership variables 
that include an equivocal condition; third, even if we 
consider outcome variables for each domain separately, 
there is a challenge for interpreting any outcome vari-
ables which occur in an equivocal condition. Table 1 
provides guidance for interpreting the results in any of 
these scenarios. With these different scenarios in mind, 
we ask the following research question.

Research Question 2: What is the relationship 
between ethical leadership and (a) cognitive trust, 
(b) affective trust, and (c) abusive supervision with 
respect to the level (mean) and variability of ethical 
leadership at work and with friends and family?

Methods
Sample and Procedures
Data were collected from 124 working adults in executive 
MBA, executive education, and MBA programs. Within 
their programs, participants completed a multi-domain 
360-degree survey administered by the authors at three 
universities in the United States and one university in 
Ireland. Participants could opt in to receive feedback in 
up to three domains (work, community organizations, 
and friends/family) (NB: data focused on community 
organizations were not used in this study). Participants 
who elected to receive feedback in more than one 
domain were instructed to complete the questions about 
each respective domain in their own survey on different 
days in order to focus attention on each domain indi-
vidually. We received responses from 1,458 raters (926 
in work and 532 in friends/family), but only partici-
pant leaders who had multiple ratings in both domains 
(work and friends/family, respectively) were included 

in our final sample. Thus, our final sample included 
1,310 responses (782 in work and 528 in friends/family 
domain) on 104 participants. Each participant averaged 
7.5 raters in the work domain (SD = 4.05, range = 2–23 
raters) and 5.1 raters in the friends and family domain 
(SD = 2.46, range = 2–14 raters).

Measures
Ethical Leadership
Following Mayer et al. (2012), we used the 10-item eth-
ical leadership scale developed by Brown et al. (2005), 
which includes the two sub-dimensions of moral per-
son (5 items) and moral manager (5 items). However, 
also like Mayer et al. (2012) and others, the subscales 
did not hold independently in our study; therefore, 
we collapsed all 10 items into a single ethical leader-
ship scale. We slightly modified some statements to 
better suit use across domains. For instance, “discusses 
business ethics or values with employees” was modified 
to “discusses ethics and values with others.” The items 
were assessed on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Sample items include “this person asks 
what is the right thing to do when making decisions” 
and “conducts his/her personal life in an ethical man-
ner” (α = 0.91 in work, α = 0.87 in friends and family).

Trust
The scales for cognitive and affective trust were taken 
from Yang and Mossholder (2010). Each scale includes 
five items on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Yang and Mossholder’s (2010) original 
scale development research distinguishes parallel scales 
for affective and cognitive trust across two foci: man-
agement and supervisor. For consistency across ratings 
sources within our 360, we changed the referent to “this 
person.” Sample items for cognitive trust include “I can 
depend on this person to meet his/her responsibilities” 
and “given this person’s track record, I see no reason 
to doubt his/her competence.” Sample items of affec-
tive trust include “I’m confident that this person will 
always care about my personal needs” and “I’m sure I 
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could openly communicate my feelings to this person” 
(α = 0.93 for cognitive trust in work, α = 0.87 for cog-
nitive trust in friends and family, α = 0.94 for affective 
trust in work, and α = 0.93 for affective trust in friends 
and family).

Abusive Supervision
Following Mitchell and Ambrose (2007), we measured 
abusive supervision with a shortened (5-item) scale from 
Tepper’s (2000) original abusive supervision measure. 
Raters indicated the frequency to which the individual 
demonstrated abusive behaviors such as “ridicules me” 
and “puts me down in front of others.” The items were 
rated on a 1–5 scale from 1= I cannot remember him/
her ever using this behavior with me to 5 = he/she uses 
this behavior very often with me (α =.83 in work and 
α = 0.82 in friends and family).

Variability
Similar to Bormann et al. (2018), we used SD across rat-
ers as an operationalization of variability. SD is a robust 
indicator of dispersion especially when also examining 
strength or interaction effects (Roberson et al., 2007).

Analytic Strategy and Results
Step 1: Variability Within Domain (Intra-individual) 
Levels
To address Research Question 1, which focuses on 
understanding the levels of analysis of ethical leader-
ship, cognitive trust, affective trust, and abusive super-
vision in two domains (i.e., work, friends and fam-
ily), we used Within and Between Analysis (WABA) 
(Dansereau et al., 1984) via the DETECT software 
package.1 Similar to intraclass correlation (ICC), 
WABA examines within- and between-group variance 
and can be utilized to make decisions on aggregation. 
However, unlike ICC, WABA can provide additional 
insights into group-level effects as it also considers het-
erogeneity within groups (group parts levels of analysis)  

1  Available at: https://www.binghamton.edu/som/research/cls/
resources.html 

(Dixon & Cunningham, 2006). As we were not solely 
focused on testing for aggregation, but rather we were 
exploring and open to different possibilities of levels of 
analysis, WABA was more suitable for our analysis purpose.

In WABA, variations within an entity (e.g., dyad, 
group) and variations between entities (e.g., dyad, 
group) are compared and the ratio of the two varia-
tions is tested for practical (E-tests) and statistical sig-
nificance (F-tests). As noted in Dansereau et al. (1984), 
practical significance tests (E-tests), which are free from 
the effect of sample size, are conducted first to check 
which eta-correlation was larger and whether the ratio 
(i.e., E ratio) is significant by examining its geometric 
properties via 15-degree test or 30-degree test for a more 
conservative test (see Dansereau et al., 1984, p. 170 for 
more information). Based on the E-test results, statisti-
cal significance (F-tests), which accounts for the degrees 
of freedom/sample size, is calculated. Specifically, if 
between-eta correlation is larger than within-eta cor-
relation, traditional F is calculated, and if within-eta cor-
relation is larger than between-eta correlation, corrected 
F (inverse F) is computed. Results of both significance 
tests are used to make inference about whether the level 
of the variable of interest is wholes, parts, or equivocal 
(Dansereau et al., 1984; Yammarino, 1998). Wholes are 
inferred if between-entity variations are significantly 
greater than within-entity variations (E ≥ 1.30); parts 
are inferred if within-entity variations are significantly 
greater than between-entity variations (0.77 ≥ E ≥ 0); 
equivocal is inferred if either of between-entity vari-
ations or within-entity variations is not significantly 
greater than the other (1.30 > E > 0.77), meaning that 
both variations are meaningful.

The analysis was conducted separately for each 
domain. The input data included scale scores of all 
variables (i.e., ethical leadership, cognitive trust, affec-
tive trust, and abusive supervision) and were organized 
by each leader. The unit of each cell was the individual 
leader and the unit within each cell was raters’ responses 

https://www.binghamton.edu/som/research/cls/resources.html
https://www.binghamton.edu/som/research/cls/resources.html
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on each leader. In other words, the cell size of each 
leader was the number of raters for each leader. For each 
variable in both domains, between-eta correlations (i.e., 
variations between leaders) and within-eta correlations 
(i.e., variations within each leader) were calculated and 
the ratio of the two eta correlations was tested for prac-
tical (E-tests) and statistical significance (F-tests). Infer-
ences on the levels of the variables were made based on 
both practical and statistical significance test results. 
Descriptive statistics of variables in work domain and 
friends/family domain are presented in Table 2 and 
Table 3, respectively.

Research Question 1 explored the level of ethical 
leadership (RQ 1a) and outcome variables (RQ 1c) in 
the work domain, as well as ethical leadership (RQ 1b) 

and outcome variables (RQ 1d) in the friends/family 
domain. For the work domain, as presented in Table 4, 
difference between the within-eta correlations and 
the between-eta correlations for ethical leadership 
(E = 0.60, + θ > 15°; F = 0.43, p = 1.00), cognitive trust 
(E = 0.51, ++ θ > 30°; F = 0.58, p = 1.00), affective trust 
(E = 0.52, ++ θ > 30°; F = 0.56, p = 1.00), and abusive 
supervision (E = 0.68, + θ > 15°; F = 0.33, p = 1.00) 
were all practically significant but not statistically sig-
nificant. Although E-test results alone suggested signif-
icant leader parts/within-leader effects (i.e., significant 
variation within each leader but no variation between 
leaders) as the E ratios for all four variables were between 
the 0.77 and 1.30 range, the within-leader effects 
should be considered weak statistically, given that cor-
rected F-tests were not statistically significant. In other 

Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations—Work Domain Variables

Variables Mean SD EL CT AT AS
EL 4.20 0.53 (0.91)
CT 4.47 0.58 0.69 (0.93)
AT 4.09 0.73 0.71 0.62 (0.94)
AS 1.28 0.45 −0.41 −0.37 −0.43 (0.83)

Note. N = 782. r ≥ 0.07 significant at 0.05 level, r ≥ 0.09 significant at 0.01 level. Coefficient 
alphas are presented on the diagonal in parentheses. EL, ethical leadership; CT, cognitive trust; 
AT, affective trust; AS, abusive supervision.

Table 3 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations—Friends/Family Domain Variables

Variables Mean SD EL CT AT AS
EL 4.45 0.42 (0.87)
CT 4.77 38 0.63 (0.87)
AT 4.60 0.55 0.61 0.62 (0.93)
AS 1.30 0.46 −0.52 −0.33 −0.40 (0.82)

Note. N = 528. r ≥ 0.09 significant at 0.05 level, r ≥ 0.11 significant at 0.01 level. Coefficient 
alphas are presented on the diagonal in parentheses. EL, ethical leadership; CT, cognitive trust; 
AT, affective trust; AS, abusive supervision.
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words, within variations were not significantly greater 
than between variations. Considering the E- and F-test 
results together, it would be safe to say that the oper-
ative level of analysis for all four variables was equivo-
cal, meaning significant variability in both within and 
between leaders.

Likewise, regarding the friends/family domain 
as shown in Table 5, the difference between the 
within-eta correlations and the between-eta cor-
relations for ethical leadership (E = 0.63, + θ > 15°; 
F = 0.61, p = 1.00), cognitive trust (E = 0.56, ++ θ 
> 30°; F = 0.76, p = 0.97), affective trust (E = 0.63, 
+ θ > 15°; F = 0.61, p = 1.00), and abusive supervi-
sion (E = 0.69, + θ > 15°; F = 0.52, p = 1.00) were 

also practically significant. Specifically, E ratios were 
in the 0.77 and 1.30 range, which suggested leader 
parts/within-leader effects. However, the results were 
not statistically significant given the corrected F-tests 
results. Again, the E- and F-test results together sug-
gested that the operative level of analysis for all four 
variables was equivocal.

In summary, both variability within leader and 
between leaders for ethical leadership and all three 
outcome variables (cognitive trust, affective trust, and 
abusive supervision, respectively) should be considered 
in further analysis. Thus, in Step 2, we proceed with 
linear regression as indicated in Scenario 3 (equivocal/ 
equivocal).

Table 4 
WABA I Results for Work Domain Variables (782 responses, 104 leaders)

Eta Correlations E F Inference

Between Within
EL 0.51 0.86 0.60+ 0.43 Equivocal
CT 0.46 0.89 0.51++ 0.58 Equivocal
AT 0.46 0.89 0.52++ 0.56 Equivocal
AS 0.56 0.83 0.68+ 0.33 Equivocal

Note: df for (between) F = 103, 678; df for (within) F = 678, 103. +θ > 15°. ++θ > 30°. EL, ethical 
leadership; CT, cognitive trust; AT, affective trust; AS, abusive supervision.

Table 5 
WABA I Results for Friends/Family Domain Variables (528 Responses, 104 Leaders)

Eta Correlations E F Inference

Between Within
EL 0.53 0.84 0.63+ 0.61 Equivocal
CT 0.49 0.87 0.56++ 0.76 Equivocal
AT 0.53 0.85 0.63+ 0.61 Equivocal
AS 0.57 0.82 0.69+ 0.52 Equivocal

Note: df for (between) F = 103, 424; df for (within) F = 424, 103. +θ > 15°. ++θ > 30°. EL, ethical 
leadership; CT, cognitive trust; AT, affective trust; AS, abusive supervision.
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Step 2: Relationship of Ethical Leader-
ship and Outcome Variables
Given the WABA I results, which suggested that all vari-
ables in both domains had significant variance within 
the individual leader and between leaders, aggregated 
mean and SD (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) of all variables 
for each leader were calculated and used in our analy-
sis. Following our suggestion presented earlier regard-
ing Scenario 3 (equivocal/equivocal), we used linear 
regression to explore our research questions on the rela-
tionship between variability of ethical leadership and 
various outcomes (RQ 2). As the aggregated means and 
SDs of all independent and dependent variables were 
at the same level (i.e., leader) and our models did not 
involve any cross-level effects, we applied multiple linear 
regression. Specifically, we regressed each outcome vari-
able (the mean and SD, respectively, for cognitive trust, 
affective trust, and abusive supervision, respectively, for 
both the work and family/friends domains, respective-
ly—a total of 12 outcome variables) on the mean of eth-
ical leadership at work, the SD of ethical leadership at 
work, the mean of ethical leadership with friends/fam-
ily, and the SD of ethical leadership of friends/family 
(a total of four predictor variables).

Means, SDs, and correlations among variables are 
presented in Table 6. Table 7 shows the results for all 
relationships tested. Rather than repeat the same infor-
mation from Table 7 in written form, we instead high-
light some key findings according to the framework  
we suggested for answering Research Questions 2a, 2b, 
and 2c.

Mean to Mean
Results indicated a positive and significant relationship 
between the mean of ethical leadership at work and the 
means of cognitive trust (β = 0.63, p < 0.001) and affec-
tive trust (β = 0.95, p < 0.001) at work and a negative 
and significant relationship between the mean of ethical 
leadership at work and abusive supervision (β = −0.54, 
p < 0.001) at work. The same pattern of results held for 

the friends and family domain as well. Specifically, the 
mean of ethical leadership in friends/family domain had 
a positive and significant relationship with the means of 
cognitive trust (β = 0.54, p < 0.001) and affective trust 
(β = 0.63, p < 0.001) in the same domain, and a negative 
and significant relationship with abusive supervision 
(β = −0.80, p < 0.001) in friends/family domain. There 
were no significant cross-domain relationships between 
ethical leadership and outcome variables.

Variation to Mean
Results indicated no significant relationship between 
the SD of ethical leadership at work and the means 
of cognitive trust (β = −0.03, p = n.s.), affective trust 
(β = 0.04, p = n.s.), and abusive supervision (β = 0.11, 
p = n.s.) at work. However, in the friends/family 
domain, there was a negative and significant relation-
ship between the SD of ethical leadership and the mean 
of both cognitive (β = −0.16, p < 0.10 [marginally sig-
nificant]) and affective trust (β = −0.59, p < 0.001), 
but not abusive supervision (β = −0.04, p = n.s.). There 
were no significant cross-domain relationships between 
ethical leadership and outcome variables. Interestingly, 
there is a significant and positive cross-domain relation-
ship between the SD of ethical leadership at work and 
the mean of abusive supervision (β = 0.34, p < 0.05) in 
the friends/family domain.

Mean to Variation
Results indicated a negative and significant with-
in-domain relationship between the mean of ethical  
leadership and SD of cognitive trust in both domains 
(work domain: β = −0.21, p < 0.001; friends/ 
family domain: β = −0.41, p < 0.001), affective trust 
(β = −0.36, p < 0.001) in friends/family domain, and 
abusive supervision in both domains (work domain: 
β = −0.38, p < 0.001; friends/family domain: β = −0.47, 
p < 0.001). However, the relationship between the 
mean ethical leadership and the SD of affective trust 
(β = −0.05, p = n.s.) at work was not significant. In 
terms of cross-domain relationship, results indicated a 
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significant and positive cross-domain relationship of the 
mean ethical leadership at work and the SD of affective 
trust (β = 0.28, p < 0.01) with friends/family.

Variation to Variation
Results indicated a positive and significant within-domain 
relationship between the SDs of ethical leadership and 
the SDs of cognitive trust (work domain: β = 0.46, 
p < 0.001; friends/family domain: β = 0.44, p < 0.001), 
affective trust (work domain: β = 0.76, p < 0.001; 
friends/family domain: β = 0.84, p < 0.001), and abu-
sive supervision (work domain: β = 0.33, p < 0.10 [mar-
ginally significant]; friends/family domain: β = 0.31, 
p < 0.05) both at work and in friends/family (note: the 
work domain ethical leadership–abusive supervision 
relationship is marginally significant). There are also 
two marginally significant cross-domain relationships: 
first between work ethical leadership and friends/family 
abusive supervision (positive) (β = 0.30, p < 0.10) and 
second between friends/family ethical leadership and 
work affective trust (negative) (β = −0.22, p < 0.10).

Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to examine ques-
tions of variability in ethical leadership and leadership 
outcomes. Using data from a 360-degree survey that 
includes ratings from observers both at work (i.e., 
bosses, peers, and direct reports) and non-work (i.e., 
friends and family members), we first examined the 
operative level of analysis condition for ethical lead-
ership. Our WABA results suggest that an “equivocal” 
inference is appropriate for both ethical leadership 
and our outcome variables of cognitive trust, affective 
trust, and abusive supervision. These results highlight 
the importance of both the level and the variation in 
ratings. In general, approximately 25%–30% of the 
variance resided between leaders, whereas 70%–75% 
resided within leaders, as rated by others. Our findings 
roughly correspond to previous WABA results of lead-
ership behaviors and outcomes (e.g., Den Hartog & 
De Hoogh, 2009; Palanski & Yammarino, 2011) and 

Bormann and colleague’s (2018) study of within-unit 
variability. While others have examined constructs 
related to ethical leadership such as behavioral integ-
rity (Palanski & Yammarino, 2011) and empowering 
leadership and fairness (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 
2009), we know of no WABA analyses on ethical lead-
ership itself, particularly using the most frequently 
used measure—that of Brown et al. (2005). Likewise, 
we know of no studies that extend beyond a leader’s 
direct subordinates to consider variability in the larger 
work and non-work contexts. Dionne and colleagues 
(2014) highlighted a lack of levels reflected in data 
analysis for ethical leadership, which is a contribution 
of this study.

First, we consider mean ratings of ethical leader-
ship and our outcome variables. These analyses are the 
most common approach. Our findings are very con-
sistent with previous findings highlighting the posi-
tive relationships of ethical leadership and trust (Bedi 
et al., 2016; Hoch et al., 2018; Ng & Feldman, 2015) 
and we show evidence that these relationships extend 
within the friends/family domain. The relationships 
were slightly stronger for affective than cognitive-based 
trust, which is the opposite of Newman and colleagues’ 
(2014) findings at an individual level. This pattern 
also held in the friends and family domain, although 
the relationships were generally weaker. Likewise, we 
found a negative relationship between mean ethical 
leadership and abusive supervision, consistent with 
previous research (Lin et al., 2016). Interestingly, this 
relationship was even stronger in friends and family 
domains than in work. Taken together, these findings 
highlight the robustness of these relationships even 
beyond work.

Second, we consider the variability of ethical lead-
ership on mean level outcomes. These analyses most 
directly describe the impact of ethical leadership vari-
ability on outcomes. Interestingly, we found no rela-
tionships between the deviations of ethical leadership 
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on outcomes within the work domain. This contrasts 
with the only other study we know of examining eth-
ical leadership variability (Bormann et al., 2018), who 
found small negative relationships between variability 
and trust in the leader in general. Perhaps these relation-
ships fade when considering other relationships (peers 
and supervisors) and when distinguishing dimensions 
of trust. However, these relationships did hold in the 
friends and family domain, such that greater variabil-
ity in perceptions of ethical leadership in the family/
friends domain was related to reduced affective trust 
and approached significance for cognitive-based trust. 
Inconsistent attention to ethics and morality in personal 
relationships may be more harmful to emotion-based 
trust, which may be a more personally vulnerable form 
of trust—“trust from the heart” (Chua et al., 2008).

When individuals are assessing their leaders’ ethical 
leadership, they may be holding observed behaviors 
against their own implicit moral and ethical ideals, 
leading to increased variance in ethical leadership across 
raters (Keck et al., 2018). Indeed, ratings of ethical 
leadership reflect the extent to which a leaders’ rela-
tional style matches followers’ ideal interactional norms 
which form the basis of moral imperatives in relation-
ships (Keck et al., 2018). These findings suggest that 
assessments of ethical leadership are determined in part 
by individually determined normally appropriate con-
duct in leader-follower relationships. Beyond different 
determinants of morally appropriate behavior, variance 
in observer ratings of ethical leadership may also reflect 
unique relationships within work teams or depart-
ments or individual differences in perception of sim-
ilar behavior. For example, some individuals may have 
higher-quality relationships with their leaders and assess 
them more globally positive.

Third, we examined the relationships between the 
mean levels of ethical leadership on the variability of the 
outcomes. With the exception of affective trust in work, 
all pairs of relationships were significant and negative 

such that higher ethical ratings were related to greater 
consensus in ratings of outcomes. That is, leaders per-
ceived to be more ethical overall had more similar rat-
ings of trust and abusive supervision. We could argue 
that these findings are in line with an integrity-based 
view of ethical leadership, such that higher levels of eth-
ical leadership produce a similar response across raters. 
We know of no studies examining this type of relation-
ship, which is worthy of future study as the relationships 
seem to be robust.

Fourth, we examined the relationships among the 
variability within ethical leadership and in outcomes. 
These relationships also appeared to be quite robust, 
yet we know of no research primarily focused on vari-
ation. In general, these relationships were strong and 
positive across all outcomes. The relationships were 
strongest with affective trust in both domains, fol-
lowed by cognitive-based trust in both domains. The 
relationships were weakest with variability in abusive 
supervision and only approached significance in the 
work domain.

Finally, our data collection in work and family/
friends networks allowed us to examine cross-domain 
effects. In their original description of ethical leaders, 
Brown and Treviño (2006, p. 597) describe ethical lead-
ers as individuals “who behave ethically in their personal 
and professional lives”; therefore, we were curious to see 
if there is support for cross-domain relationships, par-
ticularly from the family/friends domain to work out-
comes. However, only two of the possible 24 cross-do-
main relationships were significant (and one additional 
approached significance), suggesting these relationships 
reside largely within domain. Interestingly, the two sig-
nificant relationships were from work ethical leadership 
to family/friend outcomes. The mean of work ethical 
leadership was positively related to variability within 
affective trust in friends and family domain, which was 
the opposite direction from the within-person effects. 
Perhaps this reflects something akin to the “kick the dog 
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effect” in which work stressors spillover in home life. 
Additionally, the deviation in work ethical leadership 
was positively related to mean levels of abusive super-
vision in the family/friends domain, such that greater 
deviation in perceptions of work ethical leadership was 
associated with more abusive supervision with family 
and friends. While some literature has begun to exam-
ine the effects of leadership on follower work-family 
outcomes, very little has examined leaders’ own experi-
ences outside of work. We echo calls to examine leaders’ 
own cross-domain experiences and relationships (Ham-
mond et al., 2017).

Future Research Directions, Limitations, 
and Conclusion
As noted earlier, there are interesting opportunities for 
future research particularly examining rater variability 
and multiple domains, but there are also some variations 
in this approach that might be worth considering. First, 
it might be interesting to include a leader’s self-rating of 
his/her ethical leadership in both domains. It is possi-
ble that the relative level of agreement between self- and 
other ratings might impact the nature of the relation-
ships under investigation. For example, a leader who 
is rated similarly by others across domains and whose 
self-ratings agree with observer ratings might indicate 
more intentionality in ethical leadership than a leader 
who has significant disagreement between self- and 
other ratings.

Additionally, although prior studies have generally 
not found an empirical distinction between the moral 
manager and moral person aspects of ethical leadership, 
it is possible that there is a meaningful distinction in the 
family/friends domain. For example, the moral man-
ager aspect of “disciplining others who violate ethical 
standards” may not be nearly as relevant in personal 
relationships. If such a distinction holds, then it may 
be desirable to consider a third level of analysis (based 
on moral manager and moral person) for the family/
friends domain.

Finally, future research is needed to address limita-
tions of this study. While the multi-domain 360-degree 
survey provided an excellent opportunity to collect 
responses from many raters both in work and family/
friends domains, the data were collected cross section-
ally. Longitudinal designs are necessary for examining 
any causal claiming such as the effect of variation on 
outcomes. Additionally, as part of the 360-degree sur-
vey, leaders self-nominated their raters. While leaders 
were encouraged to invite raters across a variety of rela-
tionships, it is possible that some leaders selected those 
with whom they held close relationships or might view 
them more favorably.

In conclusion, in this article, we have explored both 
the work and non-work (friends/family) aspects of eth-
ical leadership, as well as the levels of analysis of ethical 
leadership. Our findings emphasized the importance 
of examining not only levels of leader behaviors and 
outcomes, but also variation in ratings as a meaning-
ful variable of interest both in terms of leader behav-
iors (Bormann et al., 2018) and follower outcomes. 
We also provided several recommendations on issues 
and analytic strategies associated with these examina-
tions in Table 1. Likewise, the study contributed to 
the multi-domain leadership theory (Hammond et al., 
2017) by replicating and extending previous research 
findings of leader behaviors on outcomes to domains 
outside of work as well as highlighting cross-domain 
relationships.
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