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Abstract: Researchers have conducted many empirical studies on the positive effects of ethical lead-
ership. However, they have paid little attention to the antecedents of ethical leadership. This study
sought to fill this gap by examining the negative effects of leaders’ perceptions of organizational
politics on ethical leadership and the job performance of employees. Accordingly, this study investi-
gated the relationships among them using data collected from 220 dyads of leaders and followers
in major companies in South Korea. The results showed that leaders’ perceptions of organizational
politics negatively affected their ethical leadership, which, in turn, had an adverse impact on the task
performance and organizational citizenship behavior of employees. This paper also provides the
theoretical and applied implications of the findings as well as future research directions.

Keywords: ethical leadership; perception of organizational politics (POP); task performance; organi-
zational citizenship behavior (OCB)

1. Introduction

Recently, the issue of ethical leadership has attracted increasing attention as ethical
standards for organizations have been reinforced in modern society. “Ethical leadership”
refers to a leader’s moral influence on members in an organization, which ultimately
contributes to organizational effectiveness [1]. Accordingly, studies have paid a great deal
of attention to the positive influence of ethical leadership on organizational performance,
including employees’ task performance and prosocial behavior [2,3]. However, little inter-
est has been directed toward the antecedents of such valuable ethical leadership. Indeed,
Frisch and Huppenbauer [4] pointed out that more empirical research on the antecedents
of ethical leadership needs to be conducted. Some researchers have emphasized a need
for identifying the factors which hamper ethical leadership, which can be treated as chal-
lenging problems [1,5,6]. Although organizations with ethical leadership tend to receive
favorable reviews from other people, most managers are reluctant to pursue this leadership
style for some reason. Therefore, we need to further identify and examine the underlying
causes of this inconsistency [3]. Since identifying the factors which hamper ethical leader-
ship can help leaders to eliminate or mitigate this problem, this study analyzes the barriers
to ethical leadership in organizations.

Leadership influences employees, not in a vacuum, but in a unique organizational
culture [7,8]. Thus, leaders and their styles are significantly affected by the cultural charac-
teristics of the organizations to which they and their employees belong. Moreover, they
constantly develop exchange relationships in their organizations. In this regard, their
perceptions of organizational politics (POP) can significantly influence their leadership.
“Organizational politics” refers to a type of social influence with which individuals behave
strategically in order to maximize their profit at someone else’s expense [9]. Leaders with a
high POP tend to form a negative exchange relationship with their organizations and are
less likely to adopt the exemplary behavior of leaders embracing high ethical standards.
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Thus, leaders’ POP can serve as a main antecedent that can help predict their behavior
regarding ethical leadership. However, most previous studies have only examined employ-
ees’ POP as a result of ethical leadership (e.g., Cheng et al., Kacmar et al.) [10,11] or the
moderating effects of employees’ POP [12,13]. In overcoming the limitations of previous
studies, this study proposes that leaders’ POP serves as an antecedent of their pursuit of
ethical leadership.

It also confirms the existence of the comprehensive effect of ethical leadership on the
job performance of employees, which is directly related to organizational performance
and drives the long-term growth and development of the concerned organization [14,15].
Consequently, the effect of ethical leadership on the job performance of employees has
attracted considerable interest from both practitioners and scholars [16]. However, most
previous studies adopted research settings located in the West. Additionally, there is a
concern about justified unethical behavior in South Korea, which is known for a results-
oriented corporate environment and a collective social atmosphere [17,18]. To address
these concerns, this study analyzes the relationship between ethical leadership and the job
performance of employees in South Korean companies by considering task performance,
as an in-role behavior, and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), as an extra-role
behavior.

Moreover, this study verifies the indirect effect of ethical leadership under an assump-
tion that ethical leadership is an essential mechanism for linking leaders’ POP and the job
performance of employees. In other words, this study first verifies the presumption that
leaders’ POP influence the degree of their ethical leadership and then examines the premise
that the degree of their ethical leadership is related to job performance, a main outcome
by employees. Through these, this study overcomes the limitations of previous studies on
ethical leadership and broadens the scope of extant research. It also informs practitioners
of organizational efforts to enhance ethical leadership, which is increasingly emphasized
in the modern business environment.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Perception of Organizational Politics and Ethical Leadership

Individuals’ POP are about their subjective evaluation of the work environment.
Specifically, it reflects their perception of the prevalence of self-centeredness among col-
leagues and managers in their organization [19]. Leaders’ POP can affect their leadership
style. From the perspective of organizational culture, organizational politics influence the
attitude and behavior of employees in an organization and set standards for the appropri-
ateness of their behaviors, which has a significant effect on their ethical behaviors [20–22].
In addition, organizational politics also affect the leadership behavior of managers, who
can adjust their behavior according to the organizational atmosphere [23]. It is noteworthy
that middle managers can more effectively sense organizational politics than employees
at other levels [24]. Nevertheless, most previous studies on POP focused on employees’
perceptions of organizational politics [10,11,25]. In particular, some researchers have sug-
gested that the leader’s ethical behaviors affect employees’ POP or that employees’ POP
moderate the relationship between ethical leadership and their performance. However,
with the importance of the leaders’ POP in the organization, it is necessary to examine how
the leaders’ perceptions of organizational politics affect their ethical leadership.

POP can be inferred based on individual–organization exchange relationship. Indi-
viduals work for an organization, with the expectation that they will receive material (e.g.,
money) and psychosocial (e.g., gratitude and respect) rewards [26,27]. However, when
individuals sense the prevalence of organizational politics in their organizations, they
become concerned about the possibility of receiving rewards that depend on power but
not objective performance. They also raise questions as to whether their organizations
are operated fairly and why their organizations do not fulfill responsibilities in supervis-
ing and providing guidelines appropriately [28–30]. Additionally, individuals are afraid
they will have to work in an organizational environment with limited resources, which



Sustainability 2021, 13, 10767 3 of 10

prompts conflicts and factional behavior as people compete for those limited resources.
Consequently, they may believe that organizations may be indifferent to their concerns and
stop resorting to the organization for their psychosocial needs, such as respect [26]. In such
an environment, individuals tend to leave their current jobs by changing their positions,
concentrate on their work alone, or participate in organizational politics to enhance their
influence and self-interest [9].

Based on previous studies, we can argue that leaders’ POP are likely to have a nega-
tive impact on the exchange relationship between them and the organization. To become
ethical leaders, leaders should devote more time and effort to completing their tasks (e.g.,
providing goals and feedback) and implementing relational behavior (e.g., supporting
and encouraging) [31]. However, in an environment with a high degree of perceived
organizational politics, leaders tend to handle official tasks with minimum effort and
avoid investing their resources in extra behavior that is essential to improved work perfor-
mance [9,11,32]. In other words, they reduce resources used in their unbalanced exchange
relationship with unfair and indifferent organizations to regain a new balance [28]. They
can also achieve such a balance by participating in organizational politics to maximize their
profits. However, those involved in organizational politics are likely to achieve this at the
cost of other organizational members, which is against the intended goals of ethical leaders
who pursue a high standard of morality [33]. In this regard, leaders’ POP can negatively
influence their ethical leadership. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 1(H1). Leaders’ perceptions of organizational politics are negatively related to ethi-
cal leadership.

2.2. Ethical Leadership and Job Performance

The modern business environment emphasizes corporate social responsibility and
ethics for sustainable growth, now more than ever. Thus, the issue of ethical leadership,
which directly affects the job performance of employees, receives a great deal of attention
from scholars and practitioners [16]. Studies on job performance have been classified into
those that focus on either task performance, based on in-role behavior, or OCB, based on
extra-role behavior [34]. As a result, this study examines the relationship between ethical
leadership and the task performance and OCB of organizational members.

Social learning processes and social exchange perspectives provide a theoretical basis
for the relationship between ethical leadership and the job performance of employees. First,
social learning theory [35] states that employees learn what they should and should not do
in organizations by observing the behavior of their leaders. Such social learning processes
serve as a theoretical foundation for connecting the ethical behavior of leaders and the
positive behavior of members [16]. Based on their position, leaders rely on their power to
grant rewards to employees accomplishing tasks well and exhibiting desirable behavior, or
mete out punishments to prevent them from taking actions prohibited by the organization.

Second, social exchange theory [36], based on a reciprocity norm, indicates that the
beneficial behavior of people in an exchange relationship helps them establish a sense of
mutual obligation that is based on trust and exhibit desirable behavior [37]. Therefore,
when leaders trust and respect employees in an organization and exhibit honesty, employ-
ees increase their constructive behavior in order to get rewards from their leaders and
organizations. Consequently, the task performance and the OCB of employees increases.
Many previous studies showed that ethical leadership is positively related to employee
task accomplishment [2,25]. For example, Mayer et al. [2] found that the ethical leadership
of CEOs had a positive impact on the ethical leadership of managers and increased the
OCB of groups. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 2a(H2a). Ethical leadership is positively related to the task performance of employees.

Hypothesis 2b(H2b). Ethical leadership is positively related to the OCB of employees.
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2.3. Mediating Effects of Ethical Leadership

Following the above arguments, this study postulates that ethical leadership is a
mechanism linking leaders’ POP and the job performance of employees. First, this study
suggests that leaders are less likely to demonstrate ethical leadership if they observe the
presence of active organizational politics. The ethical influence of leaders is directly related
to the job performance of employees. Consequently, the job performance of employees
can decrease when leaders exhibit unethical behavior. Employees tend to consider the
behavior of leaders to be standards for responding to ethical issues. Accordingly, they
may not trust leaders who exhibit unethical behavior or do not provide appropriate ethical
guidelines [16,38]. Therefore, leaders’ POP and the job performance of employees can be
connected through ethical leadership.

Second, an unethical attitude adopted by leaders may imply that organizations are
not committed to fairness or their employees. As a result, employees might ignore orga-
nizational goals and stop putting in effort to ensure that their organizations flourish [26].
Based on the aforementioned discussions, we propose:

Hypothesis 3a(H3a). Ethical leadership mediates the relationship between leaders’ perceptions of
organizational politics and the task performance of employees.

Hypothesis 3b(H3b). Ethical leadership mediates the relationship between leaders’ perceptions of
organizational politics and the OCB of employees.

Figure 1 shows the hypothesized model.
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3. Method
3.1. Sample and Procedure

To test the hypotheses, we conducted surveys of employees and their immediate
leaders in major South Korean firms which are classified as large companies in terms of
their total assets. During the survey, a leader was allowed to evaluate only one immediate
employee of their organization. Questionnaires were distributed to 335 pairs of leaders
and employees. We collected 262 (78.2%) and 244 questionnaires (72.8%) from employees
and leaders, respectively. The questionnaires that showed inconsistency in pairing or that
included unreliable responses or missing values were excluded. The data of 220 pairs of
leaders and employees were eventually used for statistical analyses. The characteristics
of the sample of leaders were as follows: They were 42.07 years old on average (standard
deviation = 6.12) and the numbers of men and women were 122 (55.5%) and 98 (44.5%), re-
spectively. In terms of academic background, most of the leaders were university graduates.
They had worked in their companies for 13.41 years on average (standard deviation = 6.54).

The employees were 34.18 years old on average (standard deviation = 5.58). The
numbers of male and female employees were 99 (45.0%) and 121 (55.0%), respectively.
Most of the employees were university graduates. The employees had worked in their
companies for 6.31 years on average (standard deviation = 4.90). Additionally, the leaders
and employees had worked together for 2.09 years on average (standard deviation = 2.32)
in their companies.
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3.2. Measures

The variables used in this study were divided into independent, mediator, dependent,
and control variables. All items, except the control variables, were measured on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The leaders assessed
their POP and employees’ task performance and OCB, while employees assessed their
leaders’ ethical leadership.

Perception of organizational politics. POP was measured by six items proposed by
Hochwarter et al. [26]. The leaders were asked to rate statements, such as the following:
“Many employees are trying to maneuver their way into the in-group.”

Ethical leadership. Ethical leadership was evaluated based on 10 items proposed by
Brown et al. [16]. The subordinates of leaders were asked to write statements to rate. The
following is an example: “My supervisor sets an example of how to do things the right
way in terms of ethics.”

Task performance. Employees’ task performance was evaluated based on seven items
proposed by Williams and Anderson [34], such as “This employee fulfills responsibilities
specified in the job description.”

Organizational citizenship behavior. Employees’ OCB was evaluated based on 14 items
proposed by Williams and Anderson [34]. Leaders formulated the questionnaires with
items, such as “This employee helps others who have heavy workloads” and “This em-
ployee adheres to informal rules devised to maintain order.”

Control variables. We controlled for leaders’ and employees’ age, gender, education, and
tenure in their organization based on the results of previous studies to identify relationships
among the variables used in the models [10,25]. In addition, given that the periods of
service during which the leaders and employees worked together are likely to affect
supervisor ratings, we controlled for tenure with a leader.

4. Results

Table 1 shows the mean, standard deviation, correlation coefficients, and confidence
coefficients of the variables used in the analyses. The confidence coefficients for leaders’
POP, ethical leadership, task performance, and OCB are high, at 0.96, 0.95, 0.93, and 0.91,
respectively. Moreover, the results of the analysis of the relationships between the variables
and descriptive statistics in this study are consistent with those in previous studies.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Leader-Age 42.07 6.12
2. Leader-Gender 1.45 0.50 −0.24 ***
3. Leader-Education 2.85 0.82 −0.14 * −0.52 ***
4. Leader-Tenure 13.41 6.54 0.65 *** −0.14 * −0.19 **
5. Subordinate-Age 34.18 5.58 0.26 *** 0.16 ** −0.13 * 0.26 ***

6. Subordinate-
Gender 1.55 0.50 −0.09 0.59 *** −0.34 *** −0.10 0.03

7. Subordinate-
Education 2.80 0.76 0.04 −0.42 *** 0.42 *** −0.03 −0.16 ** −0.22 ***

8. Subordinate-
Tenure 6.31 4.90 0.34 *** 0.26 *** −0.31 *** 0.33 *** 0.65 *** 0.09 −0.26 ***

9. Tenure with
Leader 2.09 2.32 0.02 0.13 * −0.06 0.12 * 0.28 *** 0.07 −0.10 0.37 ***

10. LPOP a 3.24 1.43 0.03 −0.05 0.15 * −0.10 0.07 −0.04 0.08 0.02 0.02 (0.96)

11. Ethical
Leadership 5.16 1.02 −0.08 0.11 0.00 0.08 0.03 0.09 0.01 −0.05 0.03 −0.22 *** (0.95)

12. Task Performance 5.77 0.88 0.06 0.19 ** −0.16 * 0.11 * 0.11 * 0.18 ** 0.06 0.18 ** 0.03 −0.26 *** 0.26 *** (0.93)
13. OCB b 5.58 0.87 0.01 0.22 *** −0.20 ** 0.13 * 0.09 0.23 *** −0.06 0.17 ** 0.04 −0.42 *** 0.37 *** 0.71 *** (0.91)

Note. N = 220. Reliabilities are on the diagonal in parentheses. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed). LPOP a = leader’s perception
of organizational politics, OCB b = organizational citizenship behavior.

Table 2 presents the relationship between leaders’ POP and ethical leadership, and the
relationship between ethical leadership and the job performance of employees. According
to Hypothesis 1, leaders’ POP and ethical leadership might have a negative relationship.
First, Model 2, applying leaders’ POP, was analyzed under the condition of controlled
demographic variables. The results of the analysis showed that leaders’ POP had a statisti-
cally significant negative effect on ethical leadership (β = −0.21, p < 0.01). Based on this
result, Hypothesis 1 is supported. Hypothesis 2 predicts that ethical leadership might have
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a positive relationship with the task performance of employees (2a) and their OCB (2b). The
results of Model 5 shown in Table 2 confirmed a significant positive relationship between
ethical leadership and the task performance of employees (β = 0.20, p < 0.01). Hypothesis 2a
is thus supported. The results of Model 8 also confirmed a significant positive relationship
between ethical leadership and the OCB of employees (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), supporting
Hypothesis 2b.

Table 2. Regression results for mediation.

Mediator Dependent Variable

Ethical Leadership Task Performance OCB b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Control Variables
Leader-Age −0.17 −0.14 −0.05 0.00 0.02 −0.13 −0.06 −0.02

Leader-Gender 0.15 0.16 0.15 0.16 0.13 0.09 0.11 0.06
Leader-

Education 0.07 0.10 −0.07 −0.03 −0.05 −0.07 −0.01 −0.04

Leader-Tenure 0.27 ** 0.22 * 0.12 0.07 0.02 0.19 0.11 0.05
Subordinate-Age 0.10 0.12 0.01 0.03 0.00 −0.01 0.02 −0.01

Subordinate-
Gender 0.06 0.05 0.12 0.11 0.10 0.17 0.16 0.14

Subordinate-
Education 0.05 0.06 0.22 0.23 0.22 0.08 0.09 0.08

Subordinate-
Tenure −0.17 −0.16 0.16 0.17 0.20 0.13 0.14 0.18

Tenure with
Leader 0.02 0.02 −0.06 −0.05 −0.06 −0.05 −0.04 −0.04

Main Effects
LPOP a −0.21 ** −0.26 *** −0.21 ** −0.40 *** −0.34 ***

Mediator
Ethical

Leadership 0.20 ** 0.28 ***

Overall F 1.82 2.66 ** 3.01 ** 4.46 *** 5.08 *** 2.81 ** 7.36 *** 9.38 ***
R2 0.03 0.07 0.11 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.22 0.30

Change in F 9.50 ** 15.64 *** 9.47 ** 43.22 *** 22.16 ***
Change in R2 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.15 0.07

Note. n = 220. * Entries are standardized regression coefficients. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed). LPOP a = leader’s perception
of organizational politics, OCB b = organizational citizenship behavior.

Hypotheses 3a and 3b predict that ethical leadership mediates the relationship be-
tween leaders’ POP and the job performance of employees. The bootstrap verification
method developed by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes [39] was used to verify the indirect
effect of ethical leadership. Table 3 shows the results of the bootstrap method. Regarding
the indirect effect of ethical leadership on the relationship between leaders’ POP and the
task performance of employees, verification was conducted 10,000 times within the 95%
confidence interval (CI). The bootstrapping results showed that 0 was not included (LL 95%
CI = −0.06, UL 95% CI = −0.01), confirming the indirect effect of ethical leadership. This
result supports Hypothesis 3a. To test the indirect effect of ethical leadership on the relation-
ship between the leaders’ POP and the OCB of employees, we used the same verification
process. The results again showed that 0 was not included (LL 95% CI = −0.07, UL 95%
CI = −0.01), confirming the indirect effect of ethical leadership, supporting Hypothesis 3b.
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Table 3. Bootstrap results for indirect effect.

Task Performance

Effect Boot SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI

−0.03 0.01 −0.06 −0.01

OCB
Effect Boot SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI

−0.04 0.01 −0.07 −0.01
Bootstrap sample size = 10,000. LL = lower limit; CI = confidence interval; UL = upper limit.

5. Discussion

As interest in the effects of ethical leadership on organizational performance has
increased, research on ethical leadership has also expanded. However, studies have paid
little attention to the antecedents of ethical leadership, especially those that have a negative
impact. Although leaders agree that ethical leadership is useful in various ways, they
might find it difficult to practice it. In this regard, an analysis of the antecedents that have a
negative impact on ethical leadership can provide implications for researchers who analyze
ethical leadership in different fields and organizations that aim to foster ethical leaders.

5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study has the following theoretical implications. First, this study examines POP
as an antecedent of ethical leadership. Existing studies on ethical leadership have analyzed
POP as a dependent factor of ethical leadership, or as a moderating variable [10,11,25]. For
example, Cheng et al. [10] demonstrated that ethical leadership is negatively related to
employee-perceived organizational politics, which in turn decreased their internal whistle-
blowing. In addition, Kacmar et al. [25] suggested that employees’ perceptions of politics
moderate the relationship between ethical leadership and both person- and task-focused
organizational citizenship behavior. However, this study showed that leaders are affected
by the organizational environment and can adjust their leadership behavior according to
the environment. Moreover, as Frisch and Huppenbauer [4] point out, empirical research
on antecedents of ethical leadership is still very rare and has mainly focused on the individ-
ual characteristics of the leader, such as the leader’s conscientiousness, agreeableness [40]
and emotional stability [40]. This study filled this gap by demonstrating that the degree
to which leaders perceive the politics of an organization can be a major influencing factor
of their level of ethical leadership. Thus, it is expected that future studies can analyze the
effect of POP more accurately by verifying its influence as an antecedent for leadership
behavior.

Second, this study found that the ethical behavior of leaders had positive effects on the
job performance of employees, verifying the effectiveness of ethical leadership. This result
is consistent with the findings of previous studies [2,25]. Numerous meta-analyses based
on the accumulated data of studies on ethical leadership have been conducted recently. The
results of the empirical analyses undertaken in this study confirmed a positive correlation
between task performance and the OCB of employees and ethical leadership [3,41]. This
finding suggested that ethical leadership had a significant impact on increasing the job
performance of employees in East Asian cultures, which is consistent with the findings of
several empirical analyses that have been conducted recently.

Third, this study highlighted the influence of a negative antecedent of ethical lead-
ership and performance outcomes. Specifically, this study indicated that that the more
that leaders perceive their organizations as political, the lower their ethical leadership
and the performance of employees will be. Moreover, several scholars have called for
more cross-cultural studies on POP (e.g., Harris & Kacmar) [42], suggesting that some
cultural characteristics may influence POP and that previous research on POP was mainly
conducted in North American [43]. In particular, Bedi and Schat [43] argued that employees
in cultures with a more significant power distance may consider political behaviors to be
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more acceptable and, thus, less likely to cause negative outcomes. In addition, employees
in more collectivistic cultures may be less sensitive to self-interested behavior and be less
likely to react negatively to it [44]. As a result, this study provides an important theoretical
contribution in that it examined the relationship between POP and ethical leadership in
East Asia, especially in South Korea, rather than in the West.

Furthermore, this study has the following implications for organizations. First, or-
ganizations should strive to reduce POP from the perspective of organizational culture
management because it can frustrate ethical leadership. Middle-level managers, in particu-
lar, are more sensitive to recognition and rewards, such as promotion and more acutely
aware of POP than upper- and lower-level employees. Therefore, organizations should
provide an environment where middle-level managers can assure themselves that or-
ganizational politics are not prevalent. For example, organizations should emphasize
transparency and fairness in decision-making and establish systematic standards and
structures that stress ethical behavior.

Second, this study indicates that ethical leadership directly affects the main variables
related to the performance of employees. Based on this result, organizations are encouraged
to provide various training and education programs that can actively encourage leaders
to demonstrate ethical and desirable behavior and demonstrate their ethical leadership to
employees in an organization.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study analyzed the negative antecedent of ethical leadership, which has not
been investigated to date, in order to widen the scope of research on ethical leadership.
Nevertheless, it has several limitations, including the representative issue that is charac-
teristic of cross-sectional studies. Although a longitudinal research design is an effective
method of investigating antecedents, ethical leadership, and organizational performance,
this study did not use this method owing to practical difficulties. However, it conducted a
survey on the antecedents of leaders demonstrating ethical leadership, a survey on ethical
leadership using employees who were directly related to these leaders, and a survey on
the job performance of these employees who worked with the aforementioned leaders.
It seems clear that these surveys partly solve the problem of common method bias. In
addition, even though POP and ethical leadership were rated by different subjects, the
issue of endogeneity may be raised in this study. It means that the existence of such an
unobservable variable that influence both POP and ethical leadership simultaneously will
lead to a biased estimation of coefficient [45]. Therefore, in future research, it will be
necessary to design a study that addresses the issue of endogeneity.

Moreover, this study focused on identifying the negative antecedent of ethical leader-
ship. Future research should examine various mediator and moderator variables, which
were not included in the present research model. In addition, several variables, such as
reliability and fairness, should be considered as mediator variables for the relationships
between negative antecedents and ethical leadership. Thus, future research could produce
interesting findings by analyzing complicated interactions among antecedents. As leader-
ship is an interaction between leaders and employees, meaningful insight can be gained
from analyzing the interaction between ethical leadership and employees’ POP from the
perspective of social exchange.

A host of existing studies emphasize the positive effects of ethical leadership. How-
ever, it is inevitable for leaders to be affected by various factors when exercising ethical
leadership, given that they also interact with numerous interested parties in organizations.
Therefore, researchers should conduct further studies to identify the factors that inhibit
ethical leadership, which can ultimately enable the widespread application of ethical lead-
ership in organizations. In addition, since the firm size in our study can be a key variable
that can influence the independent and dependent variables simultaneously, firm size
should be fully considered in future studies [46].
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6. Conclusions

In order for an organization to be sustainable in the long-term, it needs to be ethical
and socially justified. Accordingly, there has been increasing interest in ethical leadership
in both organizations and society. Despite the significance of ethical leadership, factors
hampering ethical leadership are prevalent in business environments. Thus, this study
focused on the antecedents that have a negative impact on ethical leadership by demon-
strating the effects of leaders’ perceptions of organizational politics on ethical leadership
and employees’ job performance. All in all, we expect that our findings will contribute to
the literature on ethical leadership and sustainability.
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