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ABSTRACT 

 

This study measured the ethical leadership perceptions of 122 employees in an international 

company in Kazakhstan.  Moral attentiveness was also measured—which included items 

pertaining to perceptual moral attentiveness and reflective moral attentiveness.  Significant 

negative relationships were found between the ethical leadership measures (Corporate 

Culture and Direct Supervisor/Manager) and one perceptual moral attentiveness item (“My 

life has been filled with one moral difficulty after another”).  Significant negative and 

positive relationships were found between other moral attentiveness items and various ethical 

leadership items.  Some gender differences were found in the relationships between ethical 

leadership items and moral attentiveness items.  Implications for future research are 

discussed.  

 

Key words:  ethical leadership, moral attentiveness, gender, Kazakhstan  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

     This was an exploratory survey-research study concerning the relationship between ethical 

leadership and moral attentiveness.  The main purpose of the study was to use a newly-

developed questionnaire to measure the moral attentiveness of employees and to investigate 

the relationship between moral attentiveness and employee perceptions of ethical leadership.  

Ethical leadership studies have proliferated in recent years in various countries, but this study 

will be the first attempt to clarify the role that moral attentiveness plays in ethical leadership 

perceptions. 

     Ethical leadership is defined as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 

through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct 

to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision making” (Brown, 

Trevino, & Harrison, 2005, p.120).  Previous research has identified some antecedents and 

consequences of ethical leadership, including the findings that more ethical leaders tend to 

exhibit higher conscientiousness (Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De Hoogh, 2011) and less 

ethical leaders are associated with more unethical employee behavior (Mayer, Aquino, 

Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012). 

     Most studies on ethical leadership have relied on employee ratings of their managers.  An 

important area of research that needs to be explored is the extent to which employee 

perceptions of ethical leadership are affected by individual differences.  One such individual 

difference is how attentive people are to moral matters—in their personal lives and in the 

workplace.  In other words, people apparently differ in the extent to which they are morally 

perceptive—as some people pick up more information on their ethical radar screen than 
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others do.  “Moral perception is formed and informed by our general values and principles, 

and the converse is true as well” (Blum, 1991, p. 702). 

     More specifically, why do people differ in the degree to which they notice ethical 

information in the environment?  According to Fiske & Taylor (1991), our attention is 

determined by three factors:  salience, vividness, and accessibility.  Salience is the contextual 

significance of the information to the perceiver.  Vividness is how interesting the information 

is.  Accessibility refers to a person’s cognitive frameworks that cause him to attend to 

information that is more easily accessible in his memory.  With respect to accessibility, 

Reynolds (2006) found that ethical predispositions (e.g., utilitarianism) shaped managers’ 

moral awareness. 

     Moral attentiveness is “the extent to which an individual chronically perceives and 

considers morality and moral elements in his or her experiences” (Reynolds, 2008, p.1028).  

Moral attentiveness is comprised of two dimensions—a perceptual element and a reflective 

element.  Perceptual moral attentiveness (PMA) is the extent to which the person 

automatically “colors” information as it is encountered.  Reflective moral attentiveness 

(RMA) is the extent to which the person uses morality to think about and examine his/her life 

experiences.  Reynolds found that perceptual moral attentiveness influenced the recall and 

reporting of morality-related behaviors (donating/volunteering and unethical work 

behaviors).  That is, the higher a person scored on PMA, the more likely he was to report 

positive and negative morality-related behaviors (about himself and other people).  Reynolds 

also found that reflective moral attentiveness was associated with moral awareness and moral 

behavior.  That is, the higher a person scored on RMA, the more likely he was to recognize a 

situation that possessed a moral issue.  Also, when a person scored higher on RMA, he was 

more likely to exhibit moral behavior in a group-project setting.  In short, moral attentiveness 

had a significant effect on how people understand the moral environment in which they live 

and how they behave in that environment.        

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

     The sample was comprised of 122 full-time employees of an international fast-moving 

consumer goods company (FMCG).  53% (n=65) were female and 47% (n=57) were male.  

Data was sought from 181 employees (67% response rate).  An employee was defined as a 

person who did not have any subordinates. 

 

Procedure 

     The FMCG human resource director first sent an e-mail to all employees (and their 

managers) introducing the study and requesting voluntary employee participation.  Each 

employee was then asked to visit a conference room during designated times (over a three-

day period) to complete the anonymous survey and submit it to the author who was present in 

the room (along with a Russian-speaking research assistant). 

 

Measures 

     Employees responded to the Corporate Culture Ethical Leadership Scale (CCELS), a 20-

item instrument developed by the author (Conrad, 2013), the Ethical Leadership Scale 

(ELS)—a 10-item measure (Brown, et al., 2005), and the Moral Attentiveness Scale (MAS), 

a 12-item instrument developed by Reynolds (2008).  All items were measured on 5-point 

Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Employees responded 

to the three measures in the Russian language.  All three questionnaires were back-translated 

to ensure accuracy of translation. 
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RESULTS 

 

     Cronbach’s Alpha is .90 for the CCELS, .91 for the ELS, and .77 for the MAS.  All three 

measures exhibited acceptable internal consistency.   

     A score was calculated for the CCELS, the ELS, and the MAS (including PMA and 

RMA).  A correlation analysis indicated that the scores of several MAS items were 

significantly related to various CCELS and ELS items.  Table 1 shows the significant 

correlations for the PMA item “My life has been filled with one moral difficulty after 

another”. 

 

Table 1. Perceptual Moral Attentiveness Item Correlations 

Correlation “My life has been filled with one moral difficulty after another” (PMA) 

-.226* Corporate Culture Ethical Leadership Scale (CCELS) 

-.204*    Do what they say they will do 

-.232* “Do the right thing” 

-.233* Can be trusted 

-.214* Use their power wisely 

-.273* Have good personal moral behavior 

-.210* Are concerned about profit 

-.214* Are concerned about long-term 

-.216*    Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS) 

-.275* Has best interests of employees in mind 

-.209* Makes fair and balanced decisions 

-.239* Defines success not just by results 

-.226* Asks “what is the right thing to do?” 

-.255* Can be trusted 

-.193* Conducts personal life in ethical manner 
  

Note: N = 122. 

*p < .05. 

 

For female employees, the CCELS item that was most significantly related to the above PMA 

item was “have good personal moral behavior” (-.378, p<.01). 

     With respect to the CCELS item “have good personal moral behavior”, it was negatively 

related (for all employees) to the PMA item “In a typical day, I face several ethical 

dilemmas” (-.229, p<.05).    

     Furthermore, the PMA item “I regularly face decisions that have significant ethical 

implications” was negatively related (for female employees) to the following ELS items: 

 asks “what is the right thing to do?” (-.268, p<.05) 

 conducts personal life in ethical manner (-.271, p<.05) 

 listens to employees (-.277, p<.05) 
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     The RMA item “I think about the morality of my actions almost every day” was positively 

related (for all employees) to the following CCELS items: 

 talk about ethical issues (.207, p<.05) 

 do what they say they will do (.229, p<.05) 

 are honest (.227, p<.05) 

 are concerned about relevant stakeholders (.244, p<.05) 

For female employees, this RMA item was also positively related to the CCELS items “do 

the right thing” (.256, p<.05) and “are open communicators and good listeners” (.265, p<.05).   

      Finally, the PMA item “I frequently encounter ethical situations” was positively related 

(for all employees) to the CCELS item “reprimand or punish unethical employee behavior 

(.245, p<.05); Also, this PMA item and CCELS item were positively related for male 

employees (.300, p<.05). 

 

DISCUSSION 
      

     The results seem to indicate that employee perceptions of ethical leadership are associated 

with their attentiveness to the moral aspects of their lives, especially concerning perceptual 

moral attentiveness.  More specifically, the results show that employees rate the ethical 

leadership of managers/supervisors (in general) and their direct supervisors/managers lower 

when they, for example, experience greater moral difficulty in their lives.  This is especially 

more prevalent in the case when bosses don’t “do the right thing”, when they are trusted less, 

and when bosses exhibit less ethical personal behavior (especially concerning female 

employees).  It is also interesting to note that employees experience more ethical dilemmas 

when bosses exhibit less ethical behavior concerning personal morality (on- and off-the-job). 

     Females are more likely than males to face ethics-related decisions when their direct 

bosses exhibit less of certain types of ethical leadership behavior, including conducting his 

personal life in a (less) ethical manner.  On the other hand, females tend to think about the 

morality of their actions more often when supervisors/managers “do the right thing” and 

when they “are open communicators and good listeners.”  For all employees, they are more 

likely to think about the morality of their actions when supervisors/managers exhibit more 

ethical leadership behavior, such as “doing what they say they will do” and being more 

honest.  In short, there is a tendency for employees to exhibit reflective moral attentiveness 

when bosses behave more ethically.               

     Summarizing, ethical leadership tends to be related to moral attentiveness.  However, 

since there is no causality, it is not clear why these two constructs are related.  Are morally 

perceptive people (especially females) more aware of moral difficulties and dilemmas 

(resulting from their bosses’ unethical leadership behaviors)?  Are morally reflective people 

more likely to think about ethics-related issues because their bosses exhibit more ethical 

leader behavior?  These are relevant questions that need to be addressed to better understand 

the relationship between ethical leadership and moral attentiveness. 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH  

  

     More research needs to be done in Kazakhstan and in other countries to better understand 

the effects of culture and gender on the relationship between ethical leadership and moral 

attentiveness.  Husted and Allen (2008) maintain that cultural factors such as individualism 

and collectivism influence the extent to which a person recognizes that a particular problem 

falls within the moral domain.  Roxas and Stoneback (2004) found that, in general, females 

were more ethical than males; but in only certain countries (e.g., Ukraine) did females score 

significantly higher than males in ethical decision making.  Trevino, Weaver, & Reynolds 
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(2006) concluded that women tend to have greater skill at identifying ethical issues.  Albaum 

& Peterson (2006) found that females are more ethically-inclined than males.  If females are 

more ethically sensitive and exhibit a higher degree of ethicality, to what extent is this 

gender-based tendency affected by cultural differences?  Research in different parts of the 

world needs to be done to answer this question.  Finally, more research needs to be done to 

understand the extent to which moral attentiveness is culture-based, including the extent to 

which people are able and willing to express their candid opinions about morality-related 

matters. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

    

     There are three major limitations of this study.  First, only one company was surveyed.  

More companies from various industries should be surveyed to be able to generalize the 

results to the Kazakhstan work culture.  Second, the results pertain only to Kazakhstani 

employees; survey-research should be done in other countries (post-Soviet and otherwise) to 

better understand the relationship between ethical leadership and moral attentiveness.  Third, 

the reliability and validity of the Moral Attentiveness Scale can be questioned since it is a 

relatively new instrument that needs further refinement.        
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APPENDIX 

 

ETHICAL LEADERSHIP—CORPORATE CULTURE (CCELS)   

 

Most supervisors and managers in this organization: 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

   

1.  Treat all of their employees well. 1 2 3 4 5 

2.  Talk about ethical issues with 

their employees. 1 2 3 4 5 

3.  Do what they say they will do—

their actions match their words. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

4.  Are “role models” for other 

people—they serve as good 

examples of how leaders should act. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5.  “Do the right thing”—they try to 

be fair when making decisions. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. Can be trusted—they have 

integrity and can be relied upon to 

fulfill their responsibilities. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Are honest—they tell the truth 

and do not act in corrupt ways. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

8. Are open communicators and 

good listeners—they say what they 

think and people feel comfortable 

talking with them (even about “bad 

news”). 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. Use their power wisely—they use 

power to help most people and not 

just to benefit themselves and/or their 

“close people”. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

10. Have good personal moral 

behavior—they never behave in 

shameful ways at work and off-the-

job. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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11. Promote or set ethical standards 

and expectations about appropriate 

and inappropriate employee conduct 

at work. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. Recognize or reward ethical 

employee behavior. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

13. Reprimand or punish unethical 

employee behavior. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

14. Create values (e.g., mutual trust) 

and manage by these values on a 

regular basis. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

15. Are concerned about the 

“greater good” (especially about the 

organization and society).  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

16. Are concerned about relevant 

stakeholders—including customers, 

suppliers, the community, etc.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

17. Are concerned about profit and 

the company’s financial success. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

18. Are concerned about the long-

term, not just the short-term. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

19. Are concerned about how 

business goals are achieved, not just 

the end results. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

20. Are concerned about how their 

decisions/actions will be judged by 

others (inside and outside the 

organization).       

1 2 3 4 5 
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ETHICAL LEADERSHIP—DIRECT SUPERVISOR/MANAGER (ELS) 

 

My direct supervisor/manager: 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

1.  Has the best interests of 

employees in mind. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.  Makes fair and balanced 

decisions. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3.  Defines success not just by 

results but also the way that they 

are obtained. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.  Asks “what is the right thing to 

do?” when making decisions. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5.  Can be trusted. 1 2 3 4 5 

6.  Discusses business ethics or 

values with employees. 
1 2 3 4 5 

7.  Disciplines employees who 

violate ethical standards. 
1 2 3 4 5 

8.  Sets an example of how to do 

things the right way in terms of 

ethics. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9.  Conducts his/her personal life in 

an ethical manner. 
1 2 3 4 5 

10. Listens to what employees 

      Have to say.  
1 2 3 4 5 
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MORAL ATTENTIVENESS SCALE (MAS) 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

1. In a typical day, I face several 

ethical dilemmas. (PMA) 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

2. I often have to choose between 

doing what’s right and doing 

something that’s wrong. (PMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

3. I regularly face decisions that 

have significant ethical 

implications. (PMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

4. My life has been filled with one 

moral difficulty after another.   

(PMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

5. Many of the decisions I make 

have ethical dimensions to 

them. (PMA)      

1 2 3 4 5 

 

6. I regularly think about the 

ethical implications of my 

decisions. (RMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

7. I think about the morality of my 

actions almost every day. 

(RMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

8. I rarely face ethical dilemmas.  

       (PMA—reverse scored) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

9. I frequently encounter ethical 

situations. (PMA) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

10. I often find myself thinking 

seriously about ethical issues. 

(RMA) 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. I often reflect on the moral 

aspects of my decisions. (RMA) 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. I like to think about ethics.    

      (RMA)           

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Dilemma:  a problem offering two possibilities, neither of which is practically acceptable.  


