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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study was to broaden the current understanding of leader integrity by
applying a social-cognitive process model to leaders’ moral decision-making. Leaders
(n = 223) were classified into different integrity styles (informational, normative, or
diffuse-avoidant) based on their personal descriptions of how they approach moral
questions and make moral decisions at work. We then investigated how followers (n
= 963) perceived these leaders’ integrity (moral behavior, behavioral integrity, and
consistency) and their leader-member exchange (LMX) quality by using a hierarchical
leader-follower sample. Followers evaluated normative leaders to show the highest
amount of consistency compared to the other integrity styles, although perceptions
of leader consistency did not associate with LMX quality. Instead, follower-rated
leader moral behavior had the strongest relationship with LMX quality both within and
between leader-follower groups. Based on our results, morality is a more important
integrity component to follower relationships than consistency. However, the leader’s
moral motives behind their decisions might not translate directly and similarly to his
or her followers. This means that leaders should pay attention to how transparent,
fair, and equal their decisions and justifications behind them appear to others. We also
provide a qualitative rating scheme for recognizing differences in personal integrity
styles.
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INTRODUCTION
An increasing amount of research suggests that morality
is a core feature of good leadership (e.g., Mayer et
al., 2012; Skubinn & Herzog 2016; Zhu et al., 2011,
2016). In order to be perceived as moral, a leader has
to demonstrate moral behaviors that are visible to
followers (Treviño et al., 2000); that is, a leader has to
show high integrity. However, most previous studies on
leader integrity have emphasized consistency between
words and actions (Simons, 2002). The risk of focusing
only on this behavioral dimension is that it ignores the
ethical meaning of integrity: even a tyrant could be
described as having high integrity if one looked at worddeed consistency without any regard to the content of
the words and actions (Bauman, 2013). Thus, moral
leaders should be perceived to both hold moral values
and enact those values with a high degree of consistency
(Moorman et al., 2013).
One might intuitively assume that a leader who shows
high morality and consistent value-aligned behavior could
also cultivate positive relationships with their followers.
However, so far only few studies have explicitly shown
that leader morality can positively relate to the quality
of leader-member exchange (Bedi et al., 2016; Giessner
et al., 2015; Gu et al., 2015), while no studies have
looked how leader integrity might associate with leadermember relationships (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Nahrgang
& Seo, 2016). Here it is important to take into account
that leaders do not only form one-to-one relationships
with individual followers. Rather, in order for the leader to
influence follower actions, his or her integrity needs to be
recognized by a group of followers (Fields, 2007). Thus,
more studies are needed that focus on between-person
variability in experiences regarding leaders’ integrity
and how these group-related perceptions influence the
quality of leader-member exchange (LMX). We aimed
to contribute to a better understanding of the followers’
integrity perceptions by simultaneously investigating
both (a) the extent of consistency between the followers’
perceptions of their leaders, and (b) individual differences
in followers’ perceptions regarding their leaders. We also
propose that leaders who are perceived by their followers
as showing high integrity are seen to form high quality
LMX relationships with them.

A SOCIAL-COGNITIVE APPROACH FOR LEADER
INTEGRITY
The challenge with integrity studies is that they have
been held back by an unresolved controversy over
construct definition and measurement (Moorman et
al., 2013; Palanski & Yammarino, 2009; Tomlinson et al.,
2014). Several definitions have emphasized consistency
between a leader’s words and deeds, thus focusing
on behavioral integrity (Palanski & Yammarino, 2007;
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Simons, 1999). However, this approach has been criticized
for the possibility that integrity can be attributed even to
those who act immorally, so long as they act consistently
(Bauman, 2013). Thus, the moral dimension should be
recognized as an essential part of (leader) integrity.
The existing approaches to moral leadership have also
been criticized for their normativity and moral absolutism
(for a review, see Lemoine et al., 2019). It is often
assumed that there is only one optimal moral behavioral
pattern for leaders, although there are actually multiple
approaches to what is seen as moral. Lemoine et al.
(2019) highlight several unanswered questions related
to decision-making where several moral perspectives are
present at the same time: Would leaders feel forced to
make a choice against one approach and in favor of the
other or would they be more likely to find compromises
that retain elements of both moral perspectives? Do
most leaders make norm- and standard-based decisions,
focusing on outcomes and stakeholders, or do they follow
their own self-concordant judgments? And finally, would
followers perceive their leader as inconsistent, if they are
sometimes self-concordant but, in other cases, comply
with company policies without personally believing in
them?
We approach the question of moral diversity as
individual differences in leader integrity. Here, we
use leaders’ own descriptions of how they approach
and solve moral issues in organizational settings. We
used the social-cognitive process model (Berzonsky,
1990) as the theoretical framework of our study
to investigate the differences in integrity between
leaders. According to this model, there are individual
differences in the social-cognitive processes people
use to solve personal problems, make decisions, and
process relevant information, which can be classified into
three orientations (see Berzonsky, 2011 for a review).
The first is informational style, which is characterized
by openness to actively explore and evaluate different
situations based on relevant information. Individuals
with informational style negotiate their personal
views through active processing, by being skeptical
towards their current ideas, interested in expanding
their knowledge, and accommodating their self-views
when needed. The second is normative style, depicted
by conforming to the prescriptions and expectations
of significant others. This style is characterized by a
relatively automatic tendency to preserve and defend
those views that they have adopted and internalized
from others. The third is diffuse/avoidant style, where
individuals try to avoid confronting problems for as long
as possible, for example by procrastinating or postponing
making decisions (Berzonsky, 1990). When individuals
with a diffuse-avoidant style have to make choices, their
actions are primarily influenced by situation-specific
determinants, leading to weak commitments, limited
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self-control, and large variability in their behaviors
(Berzonsky & Cieciuch, 2016). Despite their potential to
tap into different styles of personal morality and integrity
(based on either situational information, prescriptive
norms, or avoidance), these approaches have not been
used in the moral domain (Lapsley & Hardy, 2017). Our
aim was to test the applicability of this processing style
framework to capture differences in leaders’ integrity.
We further suggest that integrity styles can act
as one possible antecedent of leadership variability
in within follower groups (see Bormann et al., 2018).
Leaders with the information-oriented style would
gather relevant information and then resolve the
moral conflict on the basis of their personal values and
situational determinants. Previous studies have shown
that information orientation is positively associated
with several indicators of psychosocial maturity, such
as self-reflection, problem-focused coping strategies,
cognitive complexity, open-mindedness, and adaptive
self-regulation (Berzonsky, 2011). Therefore, we suggest
that the informational orientation would depict leaders
who are willing to make moral decisions on the basis
of relevant information. As moral questions are often
multifaceted and complex, this kind of flexibility is
needed. However, informational style leaders might not
appear as consistent to their followers, as the followers
might be unaware of the careful process of gathering and
evaluating the available information that the leader has
gone through before arriving at a solution. Simons (2002,
2008) and Leroy et al. (2012) have argued that especially
if the leader does not communicate their values, it may
lead to a perceived incongruence between what they
say and do. Thus, these varying, flexible decisions might
seem less fair to the followers. Therefore, we propose that
leader’s informational integrity style is positively related
to follower-rated moral behavior, but negatively related to
behavior integrity and consistency (Hypothesis 1).
The diffuse-avoidant style applied to leader
integrity would mean avoiding or downplaying morally
challenging situations at work, having neither explored
nor committed to personal moral values. The diffuseavoidant style has been shown to associate with weak
commitment, and an external locus of control (Berzonsky,
2011). If similar observations can be made in the moral
domain, this would represent an integrity style that lacks
on both morality and consistency.
The central difference between the informational
style and the diffuse-avoidant style should be found
from the level of moral commitments. Although both
styles are characterized by the tendency to evaluate
situations separately and allow the context to affect
personal decisions, informational integrity style should
include moral commitments that are formed in an
informed, self-exploratory fashion that are open to
revisions. These leaders would therefore use careful
consideration of moral conflicts, through evaluating
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and prioritizing competing values and expectations.
In comparison, diffuse-avoidant style has been linked
to low commitments coupled with procrastination,
ambivalence, uncertainty, and indecision (Berzonsky
& Cieciuch, 2016). Thus, in the moral domain it is more
likely to result in being susceptible to external pressures
and making decisions that depend strongly on situational
influences without having any personal commitments to
certain moral values. The diffuse-avoidant style describes
leaders who would try to avoid morally problematic
situations and find ways to either postpone or refrain
from making moral decisions. Thus, it should translate
to follower perceptions of low integrity. Therefore, we
propose that leader’s diffuse-avoidant integrity style
is negatively related to follower-rated moral behavior,
behavior integrity, and consistency (Hypothesis 2).
Finally, other leaders can make decisions in moral
conflicts on the basis of normative expectations, which
can come from significant others (e.g., managers or
colleagues) or from official sources, such as company
ethical codes. These individuals approach conflicts
with a fixed value set and are very unlikely to show
flexibility in response to situational information. Thus,
they follow a normative style (Berzonsky, 1990). Leaders
with a normative style should show a strong sense
of commitment and purpose in their moral decisionmaking, but their primary goal is to defend and preserve
their existing self-views (Berzonsky, 2011), thus making
them less open to alternative viewpoints. As the
normative style has been found to associate with high
commitment levels, self-control, a need for structure
and cognitive closure, inflexibility, and low tolerance of
ambiguity (Berzonsky, 2011), we assume that leaders
with these characteristics will be seen as highly consistent
across contexts by their followers. However, whether or
not the leader will be perceived to show moral behavior
and behavioral integrity by their followers might depend
on the expectations, rules and norms available in the
organization. Thus, although normative leaders’ decisionmaking is based on firm, even rigid commitments, the
motives behind them depend on the affecting “forces”
that the leader is exposed to. Therefore, these decisions
and actions might not always be based on moral causes
or reflect integrity (if the leader has adopted company
norms that strive towards economic success without any
ethical considerations, for example) to the followers. This
led us to hypothesize that leaders’ normative integrity
style is positively related to follower-rated consistency
(Hypothesis 3).

FOLLOWER PERCEPTIONS OF LEADER
INTEGRITY: CONSISTENCY BETWEEN
FOLLOWERS
When investigating the individual differences between
leaders who have been assigned with different integrity
styles and how their followers perceive them, one central

Herttalampi et al. Scandinavian Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology DOI: 10.16993/sjwop.162

question is the level of agreement versus disagreement in
followers’ views of their leader (Fields, 2007; Henderson
et al., 2008, 2009). For example, even if a leader might
consider him- or herself to be highly consistent between
his/her moral beliefs and actions, this internal experience
of integrity may not always be recognized and agreed
upon by the followers as a collective. Thus far, very
limited attention has been given to variability between
and within leaders regarding their followers’ perceptions
in leadership research (Henderson, 2008, 2009; Jennings
et al., 2015; Zagenczyk et al., 2015). Hence, the present
study focused on investigating this variability in followers’
leader ratings and relating this variability to leaders’
integrity styles.
In order to assess followers’ perceptions of their
leader’s integrity we use the three-dimensional definition
of perceived leader integrity by Moorman et al. (2013),
which is based on a broad review and synthesis of previous
theoretical frameworks and empirical studies. The first
dimension assesses moral behavior (e.g., the leader treats
people fairly), the second taps into behavioral integrity
(e.g., the leader delivers what is promised), and the third
dimension assesses consistency across contexts (e.g.,
the leader does right even when others disagree). This
multidimensional model enables to distinguish whether
some employee outcomes are more likely to associate
with the moral component while others might be more
related to the consistency component (Moorman et
al., 2013). A more detailed understanding of how the
different aspects of perceived integrity relate to follower
outcomes will help to develop and refine theories about
leader integrity. In this study, it allowed us to examine
the separate contributions that moral behavior, integrity,
and consistency make on follower attitudes, that is, their
perceptions of leader-member exchange relationship
quality in the current study.
Our final aim was to investigate how followers’
perceptions of leader integrity associate with their
experienced leader-member exchange quality (LMX),
which is defined as a social exchange process between
a leader and the leader’s subordinates (Dulebohn et al.,
2012; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). These relationships can
vary in their quality from low (e.g., the relationship is
based only on the employment contract) to high (e.g.,
the relationship is characterized by mutual respect and
trust). According to the most used definitions of LMX,
the degree of reciprocity varies, so that leaders are more
closely linked with some subordinates than with others
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). LMX theory has previously been
focused at the dyad level of analysis, where leaders are
seen to treat subordinates differently and independently
of other dyadic relationships within the same group.
During the past decade LMX has been conceptualized
also at the team level (LMX differentiation; Henderson
et al., 2009), which has been typically operationalized
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as the within-team variability of individual LMX (e.g., Li
& Liao, 2014).
The different ways that leaders approach moral
questions (i.e., their integrity style) are likely to influence
how followers perceive the leader and what kind of
relationship they form. Leaders who show morally
committed leadership to the followers, should be
positively related to a reciprocal, high quality LMX
(Mahsud et al., 2010; Walumbwa et al. 2011). The two
integrity components, moral behavior and behavioral
integrity, have previously been demonstrated to
associate with followers’ higher trust in and satisfaction
with the leader (Moorman et al., 2013; Simons et al.,
2015), whereas consistency across contexts has not
been significantly related to the follower trust. Thus, we
assume that among those follower groups who perceive
their leader to act with integrity in a moral way would
also have a higher team average rating on their LMX
relationships with the leader. In addition, we investigate
similar associations among individual followers. We
expect that follower-rated (leader) moral behavior and
behavior integrity, but not consistency, are positively
related to their LXM relationship quality at both levels
(Hypothesis 4).

METHOD
We began with a qualitative investigation of leaders’ selfreported short descriptions of how they approach and
solve moral conflicts in their work. The aim was to search
for similarities (and potential differences) between
the leaders’ self-reports and the social-cognitive
processing styles (Berzonsky, 1990). After this theorydriven thematic analysis, we examined whether leaders
who were categorized into different integrity styles got
different ratings from their followers, measure with the
three-dimensional perceived leader integrity measure.
Finally, we investigated whether leader integrity related
to the followers’ experiences of the LMX relationship,
both at a dyadic and group level (see Figure 1). We used
a multilevel modeling approach in Mplus, because it
enables a simultaneous investigation of both individual
and group level associations.

DATA COLLECTION AND PARTICIPANTS
The sample was collected from various sources in order
to produce data that would broadly represent different
leaders in Finland. As a majority of employees in Finland
are members of labor unions organized according to
industry (64.5% in 2013; Ahtiainen, 2015), five trade
unions were chosen as the primary collaborative partners
in the data collection: the Finnish Union of University
Professors, Finnish Union of University Researchers
and Teachers, Finnish Business School Graduates,
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Figure 1 Theoretical Model of the Study.
Note: a Leaders’ personal descriptions of their moral decision-making were analyzed and coded to represent different integrity styles
by the authors. LMX = leader-member exchange.

Academic Architects and Engineers in Finland, and the
Confederation of Unions for Professional and Managerial
Staff in Finland (Akava; a confederation of trade unions
for those with a university degree or other higher
education). An electronic questionnaire was sent to all
members aged 18–65 years of the first two trade unions
mentioned here, and an electronic questionnaire was
sent to a random sample of 3000 members of the latter
two unions, with the response rates of 45%, 26%, 17%,
and 13%, respectively. In Akava, the questionnaire was
sent out as an open invitation with a link to an electronic
questionnaire via Akava’s leader network, and altogether
141 responses were collected.
Participants were also recruited from an executive MBA
(EMBA) program. Contact persons from the EMBA program
delivered the questionnaire to potential participants (n
= 644), of whom 161 responded (response rate 25%).
In the final phase, psychology students volunteered to
recruit highly educated leaders (n = 23) from among their
acquaintances, as a part of their studies. Participants from
the EMBA program and the leaders recruited by students
represented various sectors (e.g., media and marketing,
finance and insurance, industry, and the service sector).
Each of the study invitations were sent by email and they
included a description of the study aims and procedure,
as well as information about confidentiality. All the
individuals participated on a voluntary basis.
All leaders who had given the permission to be
contacted for the leader-follower study during the first
phase of the data collection received a second email.
It included a description of the aims, procedure, and
confidentiality of the leader-follower study and a link

for the electronic follower survey. The leaders were
asked to forward the link and study information to their
followers (defined as employees who worked as their
direct reports). The follower responses were delivered
directly to the research group through the electronic
survey system without being brought to the attention of
their leaders. The link included an identification code that
was derived based on each leaders’ personalized code.
These ID codes were used to match the data between
leaders and their followers. This matching procedure was
described to all participants in the information letters.

Leader participants
This study focused on all those leaders who had
answered the open-ended question about their moral
conflict solving (n = 234). Of these participants, 41%
were leaders either from the EMBA program or recruited
by students, 26% social and health sector leaders, 22%
professors, 6% university teachers and other academics,
3% business sector leaders, and 2% engineers. Of the
participants, 55% were women. The average age of the
participants was 50.1 years (SD = 7.8), the mean of past
leadership experience was 13.59 years (SD = 8.45), 96%
had a permanent job and 99% were working full-time.

Follower participants
The hierarchical sample included altogether 987 followers
from 233 leaders (one participant did not recruit any
followers, others forwarded an electronic link received
from the researchers to their direct subordinates). The
followers’ ratings were combined with the data of the
closest supervisor who had recruited them to participate
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in the study. The number of follower participants
per leader ranged between 1 and 14 (M = 4.2). Of the
followers studied here, 67.4% were women, the majority
(58%) were aged 31–50 years, and the average duration
of the relationship with the supervisor who had given the
invitation to take part in the survey was 3.5 years (SD =
3.4).

MEASURES
Leader measures
Because the social-cognitive processing styles (Berzonsky
et al., 2013) have not previously been applied in the
integrity domain, we designed an open-ended question
to capture leaders’ self-generated descriptions of their
moral decision-making, which allowed us to test the
applicability of the processing styles into our data. The
questionnaire included the following definition (see
Hiekkataipale & Lämsä, 2017): “We can often face ethical
problems in our work. Ethical problems refer to situations
where the decision-maker does not know what is the
right way to act (choosing between alternatives that are
equally good or equally bad) or where they feel that for
some reason they cannot act as they would see right.
These decisions have consequences for someone: for
the person who is the target of the decision, for other
individuals who are involved, or for the decision-maker.
Time pressure and conflicting expectations, interests
or values also often depict these situations.” After this
definition came the following: “On what grounds do you
usually make decisions in these kinds of situations?”
followed by an empty space (without a word limit) for
the leaders to type their answers. The question was
deliberately left at a general level so that it would prompt
the participants to reflect on and summarize their
thoughts about their moral decisions as they personally
thought fit, focusing on their most common style of
approaching moral conflicts.

Follower measures
Followers evaluated their leader using the perceived
leader integrity (PLI) scale (Moorman et al., 2013), which
consists of three dimensions: moral behavior (6 items,
e.g., “My supervisor treats people fairly”), behavioral
integrity (6 items, e.g., “My supervisor practices what
he/she preaches”), and consistency (4 items, e.g., “My
supervisor stands by principles no matter the price”). All
the items were measured using a 5-point scale ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree, higher values
representing higher integrity.
As the PLI scale was being used for the first time in
a Finnish context, we conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis to ensure that the structure of the measure would
fit the sample of our study. However, the hypothesized
16-item, three-factor model yielded a poor fit to the
data: χ2(101) = 973.89, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.215, SRMR
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= 0.137, CFI = 0.671, TLI = 0.562. Therefore, we modified
the model in order to reach a factor structure in which
goodness of fit indexes meet acceptable standards. In
the selection of items for the modified factor model, we
used the guidelines by Marsh et al. (2005). We chose
items that best measured the intended construct as
inferred on the highest standardized factor loadings in
CFA, items that had minimal cross-loadings (based on
the modification indexes in Mplus, which indicate the
extent to which the fit would be improved if an item were
allowed to load on a factor other than the one that it was
intended to measure), and a sufficient number of items
in each subscale to maintain a coefficient alpha estimate
of reliability of at least 0.80. Our goal was to ensure that
the final model sufficiently distinguished between each
factor (i.e., dimension) but using as few items as possible.
Based on the aforementioned criteria for item
selection, we proceeded to test the fit of a model that
included three items for each factor (see Figure 2). This
9-item model (henceforth referred to as PLI-9) provided
a good fit with the follower data: χ2(24) = 129.81, p <
0.001, RMSEA = 0.067, SRMR = 0.064, CFI = 0.972, TLI
= 0.958, with standardized factor loadings between
0.70 and 0.94, and with Cronbach’s alphas of 0.87
(moral behavior), 0.91 (behavioral integrity), and 0.85
(consistency). The Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2-difference
test supported choosing this model over the original
model with 3 dimensions and 16 items [χ2 (77) = 844.21,
p < 0.001].
As a final step to ensure the fit of the PLI-9 with our
data, we conducted a multilevel CFA (see Figure 3). A
freely estimated model between the two levels provided a
good fit with the data [χ2 (51) = 234.65, p < 0.001, RMSEA =
0.060, SRMR(W) = 0.070, SRMR(B) = 0.311, CFI = 0.964, TLI
= 0.949], but the restricted model where factor loadings
were set equal between levels provided an even better
fit [χ2 (57) = 216.54, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.053, SRMR(W)
= 0.067, SRMR(B) = 0.125, CFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.960]. We
compared the fit of these nested models (the restricted
model to the previous, less restricted one) by using the
Satorra-Bentler scaled difference chi-square test (Satorra
& Bentler, 2001), which produces a nonsignificant loss of
fit between the models if the restriction assumption is
supported. The test supported choosing the model with
equal factor loadings rather than the freely estimated
model [χ2(5) = 8.14, p = 0.149]. Thus, the PLI-9 captures
follower perceptions of integrity at both the individual
and the shared level in a similar manner. The PLI-9 was
therefore used in further analyses.
The followers’ perceptions of their leader-member
exchange relationship were measured by using the LMX7 scale (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). This shortened scale has
been supported for its validity over other LMX measures
according to both the results of a meta-analysis (Gerstner
& Day, 1997) and a broad review (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
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Figure 2 Modified Factor Model of Perceived Leader Integrity (PLI) Measure.
Note: Item numbers refer to the original items from the 16-item PLI-model (Moorman et al., 2013).

Figure 3 (a) Results from the final multilevel model, diffuse-avoidant moral identity style as the reference group. (b) Results from the
final multilevel model, informative moral identity style as the reference group.
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1995). The scale includes items such as “My supervisor
recognizes my potential” and “I would characterize my
working relationship with my supervisor as extremely
effective”, which followers rate on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree”
(5), higher values indicating a better LMX relationship.
The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.89.

Control variables
We investigated if the leaders’ demographic variables
associated with the qualitatively assigned integrity styles.
These variables were the leader’s gender (0 = female, 1
= male), leader’s age (in years), tenure as a leader (in
years), whether the leader had taken part in any kind of
additional training as a leader (e.g., participating in short
or long-term courses, 1 = yes, 2 = no). We included these
variables, because there might be differences in integrity
and morality between men and women (see, e.g.,
Aquino & Reed, 2002) and because personal (leadership)
experience could relate to more mature forms of
integrity (Dane & Sonenshein, 2015). Finally, to address
the heterogeneity of our leader sample, we tested if the

trade union membership had any associations with the
integrity coding.
In addition, both leader and follower characteristics
are shown to influence the LMX relationship between
them (for a review, see Dulebohn et al., 2012). Therefore
we included the available demographic variables from
leaders (gender and age) and followers (gender, 0
= female, 1 = male; age in years, and past experience
working with the current leader in years) in our multilevel
models in order to investigate if these variables relate to
the follower-rated LMX quality.

ANALYSIS
Qualitative coding for leader integrity styles
The leaders’ open-ended answers were analysed using a
theory-driven content analysis that included comparing
different coded themes from the answers with the
social-cognitive processing styles (Berzonsky, 1990)
(see Table 1). Three independent coders were used: a
post-doctoral researcher and a PhD student from the
field of work and organizational psychology who both
had expertise in leadership studies, and a Master’s level

IDENTIFIED THEMES

INTERPRETATION

INTEGRITY STYLE

I always aim to be objective.

Decisions are controlled by
situational demands or factors.
A moral issue can be reframed
as a factual one. Postponing the
decision (reluctance to confront
and deal with the moral conflict).

Diffuse-avoidant

Making decisions by conforming
to other people’s prescriptions
and complying with rules and
official guidelines.
Instead of acknowledging the
consequences from a broader
perspective, decisions are made
solely based on what benefits
the organization.

Normative

I look at the facts.
I make practical decisions.
I haven’t faced such situations.
I use common sense.
I postpone making a decision.
The decision happens quickly in the moment.
I look at the numbers.
I rationalize the decisions.
I compare the situation to a similar one in the past.
I try to find the way that would cause least trouble.
I trust my intuition and my interpretation of the situation.
I think what is best for the organization.
I follow the law and official protocols.
According to the values of my employer.
Based on the values and culture of the organization.
I make my decisions based on equality.
I follow commonly agreed rules.
I strive to be as consistent as possible in my decisions.
I follow norms: a similar problem produces a similar solution without any
personal consideration.
I always try to find what is best for the target of the decision (e.g., client).

(Contd.)
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IDENTIFIED THEMES

INTERPRETATION

INTEGRITY STYLE

I look at the whole picture.

Looking at the moral situation
broadly from different
perspectives and processing
the solution through assessing
the fairness of the potential
solution. Using an open-minded
approach to explore a variety of
options, evaluating the potential
consequences of each solution.

Informational

I spend a lot of time finding out different viewpoints before making a decision.
I discuss with different parties in order to get a broader picture of the problem.
I try to evaluate what is fair, I have discussions with the people who will be
affected by my decision.
I find out the background of the situation as well as I can and evaluate the
solution as it concerns different parties.
I analyze different options and their consequences.
After hearing different sides of the situation I try to find a fair and just decision.
After several rounds of discussions I try to find the best or the least bad option.

Table 1 Examples of Coding the Empirical Data Based on the Leaders’ Personal Descriptions of Moral Conflict Solving.

psychology student who was trained for the coding as a
part of her analysis for her Master’s thesis. The coders were
introduced the following content criteria, based on which
they independently categorized each participant’s answer.
Based on Berzonsky’s (1990) original concept, the diffuseavoidant style was coded for leaders who described a
tendency to avoid facing and dealing with moral problems
or who lacked the capability to be aware of moral issues
in one’s work. Example keywords for this coding included
“(based on) facts”, “moving the responsibility”, and
“ignore the situation”. Normative orientation was coded
for leaders who described following and conforming to
the formal standards and norms, such as the company’s
official guidelines. Coders were instructed to look for key
terms that included external rules, norms, and instructions
(instead of personal moral values) and inflexible
decision-making (e.g., “I always follow company rules”).
Informational orientation was coded for leaders who
reported actively and flexibly seeking out, processing, and
evaluating relevant information before making a moral
decision. Here, the coders were instructed to look for key
terms such as “contextual”, “situational”, and “flexible”,
but at the same time the answers had to include some
personal reflection of values that were applied to make
decisions (to differentiate informational orientation from
diffuse-avoidant).
The coders reached full agreement on 60% of the
leaders’ answers (the same integrity style code was given
by all three coders). For 36% of the leaders, the code that
got two similar codes out of three was selected as the
final code. Finally, 4% of the leaders had written such
ambiguous answers that all three coders disagreed on
their integrity style. These leaders and their subordinates
were omitted from the final sample. Thus, the final data
set that was used in the multilevel analysis included 223
leaders with altogether 963 followers.
Inter-rater reliability and consistency were assessed
using a two-way mixed, consistency-type, averagemeasures ICC (McGraw & Wong, 1996). The resulting
ICC was 0.75, which indicates that the coders had a high

degree of agreement (see Cicchetti, 1994). As the ICC
suggested that integrity style was rated similarly across
coders, the amount of measurement error based on
the coding procedure was low, and therefore statistical
power for subsequent analyses was not substantially
reduced.

Leader-follower multilevel analyses
The statistical analyses on leader-follower hierarchical
data were performed using a multilevel modeling
technique (Heck & Thomas, 2015), where individuals
are nested within higher levels of classification, each
to their own leader in the present study. The data was
modeled at two levels (see Figure 1) using multilevel
mediation modeling. At the “between” level we modeled
the variation that is due to similarity among followers’
perceptions from the same leader (i.e., variation between
leader means). At the “within” level, we modeled
variation that is due to individual differences in followers’
perceptions within leaders.
We performed all the analyses using the Mplus
program (version 8.0; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017), as
it offers the possibility of performing the aforementioned
hierarchical analysis by separating out the variance in
the observed variables into two components. First, we
investigated the extent of individual (within-level) and
leader-related (between-level) variance of each study
variable. The interclass correlations (ICC; see Heck &
Thomas, 2015) were calculated by dividing the betweenlevel variance by the total variance (total variance =
between-leader variance + within-leader variance). The
ICCs provide an estimate of what percentage of the
total variance is accounted for by the leader level (i.e.,
the extent of shared views between followers of the
same leader). If the observed variables show statistically
significant between-level variation (i.e., within-leader
homogeneity), it is acceptable to proceed to further
multilevel analyses.
After establishing that there was variance on both
levels, we tested the fit of our full intended two-level
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measurement model to our data. We estimated two
individual multilevel models, in which we used the leaderassigned integrity style as a dummy variable (whether or
not the leader was coded to the informational, normative,
or diffuse-avoidant group). Two models were used to get
results from the opposite reference categories, where two
out of three dummy variables were entered in the same
model simultaneously. We compared informational and
normative leaders to diffuse-avoidant style leaders, and
then normative and diffuse-avoidant leaders to achieved
leaders. Because the integrity style was assigned to the
leaders, it had no follower-related variation, and thus the
associations with it were estimated only at the between
level. The follower-rated PLI dimensions were used as
three separate but correlated variables: each dimension
represents a distinctive concept, which was only
moderately correlated with the other two PLI dimensions.
Follower-rated LMX was used as one variable. In addition,
we tested if the control variables related to the PLI or
LMX evaluations. Only the gender of the followers was
found to have such significant associations, and it was
therefore controlled for in the final models.

RESULTS

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS
Of the different integrity styles, the informational style
was assigned to 94 leaders (42%); they described
actively seeking and evaluating information before
making a moral decision. Leaders who were coded as
normative (87; 39%) approached moral conflicts with
predetermined values and beliefs that seemed changeresistant. Finally, 42 leaders (19%) were identified as
using the diffuse-avoidant style, which was characterized
by avoidance and/or reluctance to confront and face the
moral aspects of the situation.
The full measurement model included three correlated
factors for perceived leader integrity dimensions and one
factor for LMX. The measurement model was estimated

M

SD

1. Informationala
2. Normative

a

3. Diffuse-avoidant

a

at both within- and between-levels. The results of the
CFA showed that the intended structure fit the data well:
χ2(199) = 755.62, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.945, TLI = 0.933,
RMSEA = 0.054, SRMR(W) = 0.060, SRMR(B) = 0.236.
Correlations between all study variables at both levels
are presented in Table 2.

MULTILEVEL MODELS
In the hierarchical data the ICCs were 0.17 for moral
behavior, 0.13 for behavioral integrity, and 0.09 for
consistency, and 0.11 for LMX. These results indicate
that 9–17% of variance in followers’ leader integrity
ratings can be attributed to between-group differences.
The remaining 83–91% of variance in perceived leader
integrity occurs at the within-group level. All ICCs were
significant at the level of p < 0.001 (except for consistency,
which had the p-value below 0.01), thus justifying the
examination of both individual level (within followers)
and leader level (between followers, average cluster size
= 4.32) effects.
The between (leader) level results of the two-level
model (corresponding to the theoretical model presented
in Figure 1) showed that that followers of leaders with
the normative processing style gave higher ratings
regarding leader’s consistency than followers of leaders
with informative (standardized path estimate β = 0.126,
p < 0.05) and diffuse-avoidant (β = 0.151, p < 0.05)
styles. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed. However,
no significant effects were found from informational
or diffuse-avoidant integrity styles to follower-rated
integrity (path estimates varied between -0.049 and
0.023, p > 0.05). Thus, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were not
supported.
The results at between (leader) level showed further
that shared perceptions within follower groups of their
leader’s moral behavior were associated with positive
evaluations of their LMX relationship (standardized path
estimate β = 0.644, p < 0.001). Leader moral behavior
explained 79% of the between-level LMX variance.
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Table 2 Sample Correlation Matrix of Observed Variables. Within (Individual) Level below the Diagonal and Between (Leader-Follower
Groups) Level above the Diagonal (Nwithin = 963; Nbetween = 223).
Note: a Between-level variable with no variance at the within-level. b Follower gender. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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Behavioral integrity (β = 0.070, p > 0.05) and consistency
(β = 0.230, p > 0.05) did not associate with between-level
LMX. These findings partly supported Hypothesis 4.
At the within (individual) level, the more the followers
perceived their leader to behave morally and to show
behavioral integrity, the better they evaluated the quality
of their LMX relationship. These level 1 path estimates
were β = 0.501 and β = 0.337 at the level of p < 0.001,
respectively. However, leader consistency did not have a
significant effect with follower LMX (β = 0.021, p > 0.05).
These results supported Hypothesis 4.

DISCUSSION
Our study offers an extension to the leadership integrity
literature by establishing that the social-cognitive
processing styles (Berzonsky, 1990) are applicable to the
moral domain at work. Furthermore, we showed that
especially the moral dimension of integrity is important
in cultivating high quality relationships with followers.
We predicted that leaders who process moral conflicts
with a normative style would be perceived to show
consistency by their followers. Our findings supported
this first hypothesis. However, we did not find support to
our assumption that leaders with informative or diffuseavoidant styles would be perceived to have high integrity
by their followers, although the associations were in
the hypothesized directions. Thus, Hypotheses 2 and 3
were not supported. Finally, we found that leader moral
behavior and behavioral integrity related with better
ratings on LMX relationship quality among individual
followers, and leader moral behavior related with better
group-level LMX. These findings partially supported
Hypothesis 4.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS: LEADERS’
INTEGRITY STYLES
Our findings extend the current understanding of leader
integrity by broadening the concept towards capturing
individual differences in social-cognitive processing
styles. As we identified these styles based on how
leaders approached and solved moral questions at
work, we can revisit the question presented by Lemoine
et al. (2019): “Do most leaders make norm- and
standard-based decisions, focusing on outcomes and
stakeholders, or do they follow their own self-concordant
judgments?” Based on our findings, both of these styles
were almost equally represented among the leaders in
our study. Of the leaders, 42% were identified to follow
an informative integrity style, which was characterized
by flexible commitments that were used rationally and
reflectively when solving moral conflicts. One participant
summarized this style as trying to find a fair and just
decision after hearing different sides of the situation.
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In comparison, 39% of the leaders described making
primarily norm- and standard-based decisions. This
was identified as the normative integrity style, which
represented more of an automatic style that was based
on adopting moral commitments from others (such as
the company’s values) and internalizing and maintaining
them. An illustrative example came from one participant,
who gave the following description to his or her moral
decision-making: “I follow norms: a similar problem
produces a similar solution without any personal
consideration”.
The risk that comes with the normative style is that
it can also be inflexible, rigid, and resistant to change,
and in some situations, even lead to unethical decisions.
For example, if a leader emphasizes what is best for the
client or the company (aiming to maximize profit and
performance with no reference to critical and moral
reasoning), this could result in acting unethically or in
the “moral gray zone” (see also Shaw & Liao, 2020).
Also, adopting values from others without personal
reflection and situational consideration could mean that
the leader might end up complying with principles that
are not morally sustainable. In contrast, leaders with
the informational style will try to find the best solution
by viewing the available information broadly, but this
can lead to the followers’ perceiving their leader as
inconsistent.
Finally, a minority of the leaders (19%) were identified
to follow a diffuse-avoidant style. When a person uses
procrastination and defensive avoidant decisional
strategies when faced with moral conflicts, he or she is
not likely to attribute much importance to moral values
or to show consistency in their decision-making.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS: FOLLOWER
PERCEPTIONS ON LEADER INTEGRITY AND
LMX
Our second theoretical contribution stems from explicitly
testing two relevant questions related to leader integrity
and follower outcomes. First, we examined how leaders’
integrity was recognized by follower groups (consistency
between followers’ perceptions) and by individual
followers (differences in followers’ perceptions). Second,
we looked how the different integrity dimensions (moral
behavior, integrity, and consistency) related to the quality
of leader-member exchange.
We found that the amount of shared perceptions
among followers of the same leader varied from 9–17%
percent for the perceived leader integrity dimensions.
This indicates that there were more individual differences
between followers in their ways of evaluating their leader
than a common understanding that was shared among
all the followers. A similar finding appeared concerning
the quality of LMX relationships: only 11% of variance in
followers’ LMX ratings was attributed to between-group
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differences. Thus, both leader integrity and LMX quality
are more likely to depend on how the leader behaves
with each individual follower. These findings support the
theory of LMX differentiation (for a review, see Henderson
et al., 2009) – a process in which a leader engages in
different exchange patterns with followers, which results
in different quality exchange relationships with them.
This process creates a group-level context in which there
is variability within each group in the nature and quality
of leader–follower relationships (Henderson et al., 2009).
By using the three-dimensional model of leader
integrity, we were able to contribute to a more detailed
understanding of how the different leader integrity
components relate to follower outcomes (Moorman
et al., 2013). As expected, the normative leaders were
evaluated by their followers as showing more consistency
than were informational or diffuse-avoidant leaders.
However, the shared perceptions of leader consistency
did not associate with LMX quality either among
follower-leader dyads or follower groups. Thus, our study
confirms the importance of the ethical meaning (i.e., the
moral dimension) of integrity. In order to foster highquality LMX relationships, the consistency component
alone is not be enough. Rather, the values that the leader
consistently practices should be of a moral nature.
Relatedly, our findings showed that of the three
integrity dimensions, leader moral behavior had the
strongest association with both individual and grouplevel perceptions on LMX quality. The more morally the
leader was perceived to behave, the better the followers
evaluated their relationship quality with their leader at
both the dyadic and group levels. In comparison, leader
behavioral integrity had a positive association only with
dyad-level LMX quality. It is possible that moral behaviors
(such as treating people fairly and protecting their rights)
are focused on acting for the best of all followers more
than are behavioral integrity (such as delivering on
promises – promises made can vary from one follower
to another) or consistency (e.g., standing up for personal
beliefs may not always lead to the advantage of all
followers). Therefore, leaders who engage in moral
behaviors may be more likely to support high quality LMX
relationships in their work groups (see also Henderson
et al., 2009). These findings relate to the discussion
on the dual effects of leadership: leading followers as
individuals and leading followers as a collective at the
same time (Kark & Shamir, 2002; see also Bormann et
al., 2018). Although a leader who follows strong personal
integrity might have strong moral motives for his or her
behavior, high integrity can be more likely to lead to
perceived inconsistency by the followers. This could lead
to negative outcomes on group-level satisfaction with
the leader.
These findings are in line with a previous study
by Moorman et al. (2013), which showed that moral
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behavior and behavioral integrity might be more relevant
to follower outcomes (such as having trust in the leader),
whereas consistency across contexts does not necessarily
make any additional contribution to these associations.
Surprisingly, none of the leaders’ integrity styles had
any direct associations with followers’ moral behavior
evaluations. One explanation can be found from what we
know about the judgement-action gap (Walker, 2004):
even though the leaders describe making their moral
decisions in a certain way (such as in an informationoriented way), this might not be realized in the actual
moral behaviors that are visible to their followers.
Finally, we contributed to the measurement and
conceptualization of perceived leader integrity. Based
on our multilevel factor modeling, a shortened, nineitem scale might capture the phenomenon with a
more compact and accurate manner compared to the
original measure (Moorman et al., 2013). Furthermore,
our study showed that this PLI-9 scale captures follower
perceptions of integrity at both the individual and the
shared level in a similar manner. This means that the
scale can be recommended for future studies that wish
to simultaneously investigate follower perceptions as
differences between individuals and similarities within
teams.

PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
Drawing together our findings with previous evidence
on the differences between social-cognitive processing
styles (for a review, see Berzonsky, 2011), the
informational style appears to be the most mature
one – also when applied to the integrity domain. Thus,
it becomes an important goal to support leaders in
acquiring this flexible yet morally committed approach
to processing and solving moral conflicts. A moral leader
should have the ability to recognize and reflect on
personal values and commitments, which we found to
be missing from the diffuse-avoidant leaders, who do not
commit to moral decisions. These moral commitments
should be combined with a flexibility to look at each
moral conflict individually, collect and evaluate relevant
information, be open to diverse views, and be willing to
evaluate and modify one’s own views if necessary. This,
based on our qualitative findings, was missing from the
leaders with a normative style, who instead based their
decisions on more rigid adherence to espoused norms
and rules. However, it is worth noting that in our study
the informative integrity style did not associate with
followers’ ratings of leader integrity or LMX. Therefore
leaders should recognize that if their decision-making
is based on processing situational information flexibly,
it might not always appear as consistent or fair to
their subordinates. One solution could be enhancing
transparency within work groups. The leader could
consider making his or her decisional process and
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justifications more visible to followers, which might help
them to understand the moral background behind the
decisions.
A diffuse-avoidant integrity style, in contrast, appears
to be the least desirable one for a moral leader. Trying
not to confront morally challenging situations can lead
to poor outcomes for followers. If the leader acts like a
“weathervane” and bases his or her decisions on shortterm acts of compliance in order to satisfy immediate
external demands, or refuses to make any choices
(Berzonsky, 1989), this leadership style evidences a lack
of coherent moral commitments, characterized by an
absence of continuity and consistency between choices
and actions. It is important to provide these leaders
with leadership interventions, mentoring, training, or
other measures that would help them to become more
aware of the moral aspects that arise in work situations
and to find ways of accepting personal responsibility
even when facing difficult decisions. Here it would
be important to have an organization that serves as a
learning environment, providing opportunities for leaders
to engage in reflection and discussion about issues of
personal and moral values (Dane & Sonenshein, 2015).
Similar interventions could also be helpful for normativeoriented leaders, who could benefit from learning a more
critical perspective towards their adopted values and
being more open to differing ideas. One way to achieve
this could be to include normative style leaders in
heterogeneous teams, where they might observe more
various perspectives as a basis for moral decisions from
their colleagues.
Finally, our qualitative analysis can be of practical
use for future studies that seek to gain a broader
picture of integrity. The coding principles described
in Table 1 can be used as a qualitative rating scheme
that can provide a starting point in analyzing different
qualitative material such as open-ended answers or
interviews and recognizing differences in integrity
styles from them. Our rating scheme could be further
developed into an integrity style measure, which would
make it possible to collect more evidence on the validity
of the concept.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES
As the leaders gave only a short summary about their
moral decision-making, some of the answers were
not straightforwardly identifiable in terms of integrity
styles. In these cases the coders had to make some
interpretations in order to identify the best fitting
category, which may have lowered inter-rater reliability.
However, including three coders in the process, and by
accepting in the subsequent analyses only answers that
got at least a two-thirds majority increased the reliability.
These short summaries were also not likely to have
captured all the nuances in integrity. For example, even
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though Berzonsky’s original concept refers to stable interindividual differences in short-term processes, and these
differences in social-cognitive strategies have shown
relative stability (Berzonsky, 1990), it could be that some
work-related moral conflicts could be better solved by
following the official norms even when the individual
mostly used an information-oriented style.
It is also possible that if the leaders follow norms that
are more team- or unit-specific, their decision-making
might appear less consistent between the different
contexts (because the norms that they adopt in each
context are different). In a similar manner, informative
style leaders who use relevant situational information
in their decision-making can appear more consistent
if they choose prioritize information that concerns
the organization as a whole (such as company rules).
Therefore, future studies could test in more detail to what
extent integrity is a stable trait or a more fluctuating
state, or if individuals could represent several integrity
styles simultaneously, some being more dominant
than others. One possibility would be to modify the
measure that has been developed to capture the original
processing styles (see Berzonsky et al., 2013) and to
apply it to the integrity domain more directly. This would
make it possible to get personal scores on each of the
three integrity styles and to compare their prevalence
within and between individuals. This would give a more
detailed understanding of the individual differences that
people have when they approach and solve moral issues
at work.
One of the strongest points of our study is the
hierarchical design, which allowed us to test in reallife work groups how followers perceive their leaders.
Acquiring information from multiple sources (leader and
followers) reduced the potential for common method
bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, we found only
partial support for our hypotheses, which could mean
that although leaders can be identified as representing
different integrity styles, this does not directly translate
to how their followers perceive them as moral leaders.
Thus, future research might consider investigating
how different integrity styles are espoused in actual
leader behaviors. Such investigations could examine,
for example, if leaders with informative, normative, or
diffuse-avoidant style differ in their moral attentiveness,
moral reasoning, propensity to morally disengage, or
expedient actions (seeing that moral principles can
be flexible in order to take advantage of profitable
opportunities).
It should also be noted that because the leaders
invited their employees to this study, there is potential
for selection bias. This kind of bias could occur if the
leaders wanted to present themselves in a positive
way. Thus, especially leaders with low integrity could
have selected employees who they expected to give

Herttalampi et al. Scandinavian Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology DOI: 10.16993/sjwop.162

more favorable ratings. In contrast, leaders with
higher integrity may have invited a broader range of
employees, who could give a more realistic evaluation
of them. Therefore, it is possible that the selection of
followers artificially created a higher inconsistency for
leaders higher in integrity.
Finally, we want to address the issues of endogeneity
related to our study design (Ketokivi & McIntosh, 2017).
We acknowledge that there is a self-selection issue
regarding our sampling procedure. The leaders chose
whether or not to participate, and sent the questionnaire
link to their followers, which could have led them to
choose who rated them. However, we did not find
strong shared variance among the followers nor strong
correlations between all estimated associations, which
would have raised doubt that there might be an issue
of cognitive alignment stemming from a biased sample
(e.g., followers who give a shared, favorable impression
of their leader). It is also possible that the hypothesized
relationships may be partly caused by environmental or
personal effects that were not included in our model.
Although we controlled for the effects of the relevant
covariates available in our data, including exogeneous
sources of variance (such as leader and follower age and
gender), the design was nevertheless cross-sectional and
hence we cannot make causal claims about the direction
of the associations. Future research should therefore
study the phenomenon in a more causally defensible
way, for example by using panel data (Antonakis et al.,
2010).

CONCLUSIONS
Despite its limitations, our study provides an important
and novel step towards understanding the complexity
of integrity within the work context and the relationship
between leader integrity and follower perceptions. In
order to understand in more detail how leaders’ morality
and integrity operate in complex organizational contexts
and how they affect followers, it is important to focus
on both value commitment and flexibility. Strong
commitment alone could direct the leaders towards
making rigid decisions, whereas leaders who lack value
commitments are vulnerable to situational pressures
and external expectations, or they try to avoid solving
conflicts by one means or another. The informationoriented style represents the “golden mean”, where the
person has moral commitments, but is at the same time
open to relevant new knowledge and can review his or
her perspectives critically, when necessary. With regard
to cultivating high quality relationships with followers,
leaders should show moral behavior and behavioral
integrity both in dyadic interactions and within their work
groups.
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