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Abstract
The study gathered evidence of  validity based on the internal structure and relations with external variables of  the Ethical 
Leadership Behavior Scale. The study participants were 405 workers of  both sexes (64.7% female), aged 19-69 years (M = 35.7; 
SD = 10.9), who answered the Brazilian version of  the scale and instruments to assess other constructs. The confirmatory fac-
tor analyses pointed to a final version of  35 items concentrated in a single factor, with an internal consistency index of  0.96. In 
the validity evidence in relation to external variables, the scale was positively and moderately correlated with work engagement, 
job satisfaction, and affective organizational commitment; weakly and positively with general mental health; and weakly and 
negatively with burnout. The future use of  the scale in organizational research and diagnostics on ethical leadership behavior 
is recommended.
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Evidências de Validade da Escala de Comportamento de Liderança Ética (ECLE)

Resumo
O estudo reuniu evidências de validade baseadas na estrutura interna e nas relações com variáveis externas da Escala de Com-
portamento de Liderança Ética. Participaram do estudo 405 trabalhadores, de ambos os sexos (64,7% do sexo feminino), com 
idades variando entre 19 e 69 anos (M = 35,7; DP = 10,9), que responderam à versão brasileira da escala e a instrumentos para 
avaliação de outros construtos. As análises fatoriais confirmatórias apontaram para uma versão final de 35 itens concentrados 
em um único fator, com índice de consistência interna de 0,96. Nas evidências de validade por relação com variáveis externas, a 
escala correlacionou-se positiva e moderadamente com o engajamento laboral, a satisfação no trabalho e o comprometimento 
organizacional afetivo; fraca e positivamente, com a saúde mental geral; fraca e negativamente com a exaustão emocional. 
Recomenda-se o uso futuro da escala em pesquisas e diagnósticos organizacionais sobre o comportamento de liderança ética.
Palavras-chave: análise fatorial, validade estatística, liderança, ética, trabalho

Evidencias de Validez de la Escala de Comportamiento de Liderazgo Ético (ECLE)

Resumen
El estudio reunió evidencias de validez basadas en la estructura interna y en las relaciones con variables externas de la Escala de 
Comportamiento de Liderazgo Ético. Participaron del estudio 405 trabajadores, de ambos sexos (64,7% de sexo femenino), con 
edades entre 19 y 69 años (M = 35,7; DE = 10,9), los cuales respondieron la versión brasileña de la escala e instrumentos para 
la evaluación de otros constructos. Los análisis factoriales confirmatorios indicaron una versión final de 35 ítems concentrados 
en un único factor, con índice de consistencia interna de 0,96. En las evidencias de validez por relación con variables externas, 
la escala se correlacionó positiva y moderadamente con el compromiso laboral, satisfacción en el trabajo y compromiso orga-
nizacional afectivo; débil y positivamente con la salud mental general; débil y negativamente con el agotamiento emocional. Se 
recomienda el uso futuro de la escala en investigaciones y diagnósticos organizacionales sobre el comportamiento de liderazgo 
ético.
Palabras clave: análisis factorial; validez estadística; liderazgo; ética; trabajo

Corruption scandals involving high-ranking mem-
bers of  large corporations have come to the fore and 
highlight the fact that some individuals often make 
decisions devoid of  ethical values and driven only by 
profit and ambition for accumulation (Fein & Wie-
bler, 2014; Köbis, van Prooijen, Righetti, & van Lange, 
2016). Other examples of  ethical transgressions in the 
work context include maltreatment behaviors (Yang, 
Caughlin, Gazica, Truxillo, & Spector, 2014), bullying 

(Giorgi, Ando, Arenas, Shoss, & Leon-Perez, 2013), 
sexual harassment (Higa, 2016), bribery (Randsley de 
Moura & Abrams, 2013) and blackmail (Randsley de 
Moura & Abrams, 2013).

This scenario reveals the need for investigations 
into ethical behavior in organizations, especially with 
regard to individuals in a leadership position, as they 
constitute important role models for others (Brown, 
Trevino, & Harrison, 2005; Tanner, Brügger, van Schie, 
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& Lebherz, 2010). The behavior of  unethical lead-
ers can become very harmful to organizations, while 
leadership guided by ethical principles generally adds 
positive values (Eisenbeiß & Giessner, 2012).

A specific type of  leadership has recently led to 
an increasing volume of  studies, namely ethical lead-
ership, which consists in the manifestation by leaders 
of  personal behaviors and practices of  normatively 
appropriate interpersonal relationships, as well as in 
encouraging these actions in their followers by means 
of  communication, reinforcement and clear decision 
making (Brown et al., 2005). This form of  leadership 
is thus associated with ethical awareness and adherence 
to high moral values in different circumstances, despite 
the risk of  negative consequences for the leaders who 
practice it (Tanner et al., 2010).

According to the theory of  social learning (Ban-
dura, 1971), the individual, in vicarious learning by 
modeling, learns a certain behavior by observing the 
conduct of  others, without the need for reinforcement, 
which is very common in the leader-led relationship. 
Thus, the ethical behaviors the leaders manifest present 
great potential to be disseminated in the lower hierar-
chical levels.

Despite the importance of  ethical leadership 
for contemporary organizations, few tools exist for 
its evaluation, although those already developed have 
satisfactory psychometric characteristics and solid 
theoretical support (Tanner et al., 2010). Among these 
tools, the Perceived Leader Integrity Scale (PLIS) 
(Craig & Gustafson, 1998), the Ethical Leadership 
Scale (ELS) (Brown et al., 2005) and the Leadership 
Virtues Questionnaire (LVQ) (Riggio, Zhu, Reina, & 
Maroosis, 2010) stand out.

Tanner et al. (2010) observed the following limita-
tions in ethical leadership scales though: (i) their items 
are sometimes abstract and do not faithfully reflect the 
behaviors observed in leaders; (ii) the items sometimes 
require knowledge about ethics to be answered, and 
(iii) the tools consider trust as a characteristic of  ethi-
cal leadership rather than as a consequence of  this type 
of  leadership. In an attempt to overcome these limita-
tions and develop a measure that encompasses a wide 
range of  ethical behaviors and is able to detect indi-
vidual differences among these behaviors, the authors 
have proposed the Ethical Leadership Behavior Scale 
(ELBS) (Tanner et al., 2010).

The theoretical model of  ELBS is based on the 
perspective of  Brown et al. (2005), according to which 
ethical leaders establish clear and exemplary ethical 

standards by being seen as trustworthy, fair and con-
cerned with others. In addition, the authors also rested 
on contributions from the studies on authentic lead-
ership (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 
2005; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, & Peter-
son, 2008), according to which (moral) authenticity 
is achieved when individuals act in accordance with 
their “true self,” expressing themselves in accordance 
with their deeper personal (moral) values and convic-
tions. Based on these conceptions, Tanner et al. (2010) 
elaborate a scale to evaluate the perception of  ethical 
leadership that meets the following criteria: (a) adher-
ence to the ethical values of  justice, support, respect, 
and honesty; (b) ethical behavior despite difficulties; (c) 
consistency over time and situations.

The process of  creating items for ELBS initially 
involved the following steps: (a) interview with work-
ers and their supervisors; (b) generation of  a wide 
range of  items based on the literature and interviews; 
(c) an exploratory study with 442 students to ensure 
that the items unambiguously represented demon-
strations of  behaviors of  the four values investigated 
(justice, support, respect, and honesty); (d) evaluation 
of  the item fit, requesting that students with work 
experience shorten and simplify items to eliminate 
those that were redundant.

After these steps, a preliminary set of  74 items 
remained. To further ensure the content validity, a sam-
ple of  23 students was asked to relate each behavioral 
item to one of  the four values that served as a basis for 
the construction of  the scale. Only items classified in 
the same category by at least 70% of  the participants 
were included in the survey. Thus, the set of  items was 
reduced from 74 to 49. In a later analysis with 592 work-
ers, the instrument was reduced to 35 items, assembled 
in a single factor, using the Rasch model. The reliability 
of  the instrument was 0.95 in this original study (Tan-
ner et al., 2010). 

There are no scales constructed or adapted in 
Brazil for the purpose of  evaluating this construct 
though, according to a survey carried out in Brazilian 
databases (Scielo and Pepsic) in June 2018. Therefore, 
investigations are justified that can offer evidence of  
validity on the Ethical Leadership Behavior Scale 
(ELBS) in Brazilian samples. We hope that the devel-
opment of  this measure will contribute to the future 
diagnosis of  individuals’ ability to exercise leadership 
with ethical awareness, as well as the development 
of  research aimed at deepening the nomological net-
work of  this construct, especially with regard to its 
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implications for occupational well-being and organiza-
tional performance.

Based on these considerations, the general objec-
tive of  this study was to adapt and gather evidence of  
validity based on the internal structure and relations 
with external variables, as well as internal consistency 
of  ELBS in a sample of  Brazilian workers. Considering 
the studies by Tanner et al. (2010), the hypothesis was 
raised that, in the Brazilian adaptation of  the scale, the 
one-factor model would better fit the data (H1).

Regarding the evidence of  validity through rela-
tions with external variables, five variables were chosen 
for the purpose of  correlation with the perceived ethi-
cal leadership behavior, namely: job satisfaction, work 
engagement, affective organizational commitment, 
general mental health, and emotional exhaustion. Job 
satisfaction is characterized as a positive inner state 
resulting from the work performed (Eggerth, 2015). 
Previous studies have shown a moderate positive asso-
ciation between ethical leadership and job satisfaction 
(Tanner et al., 2010). It is to be expected, therefore, that 
the positive stimulus coming from the behaviors of  
ethical leaders inspires followers to perform their tasks 
properly, which will favor the feeling of  job satisfaction 
(Brown et al., 2005). In this sense, it was hypothe-
sized that the perception of  the direct leader’s ethical 
leadership behavior would have a moderate positive 
correlation with the employee’s job satisfaction (H2).

Work engagement is a positive mental state 
towards work, manifested in feelings of  vigor, dedica-
tion, and absorption (Bakker, 2014). Tanner et al. (2010) 
found a moderate positive correlation between ethical 
leadership behavior and work engagement. Therefore, 
the perception of  ethical leadership behavior can favor 
greater work engagement when workers observe their 
leader acting ethically with them. In other words, when 
employees are treated with respect and justice (Tanner 
et al., 2010), they tend to manifest positive mental states 
and engage further in fulfilling their tasks and achiev-
ing their work goals (Demirtas, Hannah, Gok, Arslan, 
& Capar, 2015; Mitonga-Monga, Flotman, & Cilliers, 
2016). In this sense, the hypothesis was raised of  a 
moderate positive correlation between the perception 
of  the direct leader’s ethical leadership behavior and the 
work engagement of  the employee (H3).

The affective organizational commitment is 
characterized by the identification and involvement 
the worker manifests in relation to the organization he 
works for (Kabat-Farr, Cortina, & Marchiondo, 2018). 
It is possible, therefore, that workers who identify 

the ethical leader as a representative of  the organi-
zation that supports them are led to develop greater 
identification and involvement with it (Demirtas, & 
Akdogan, 2015). Tanner et al. (2010) found a weak 
positive correlation between ethical leadership behav-
ior and affective organizational commitment. Thus, 
it was hypothesized that the perception of  the direct 
leader’s ethical leadership behavior would have a weak 
positive correlation with the affective organizational 
commitment of  the employee (H4).

General mental health consists of  the absence of  
non-severe psychiatric illness (Goldberg, 1972). Con-
sidering that ethical leaders often face challenges and 
take risks involved in different job situations, in order 
to protect the employees under their leadership (Tanner 
et al., 2010), the perception of  such behavior may favor 
the mental health of  these employees. In other words, 
it is possible that the perception of  ethical leadership is 
associated with higher levels of  mental health. Consis-
tent with those arguments, Tanner et al. (2010) found 
a weak negative correlation between the perceived ethi-
cal leadership behavior and health claims. Based on this 
finding, the hypothesis was raised that the perception 
of  the direct leader’s ethical leadership behavior would 
have a weak positive correlation with the general mental 
health of  the employee (H5).

Emotional exhaustion consists of  a prolonged 
response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stress-
ors arising from work, manifested in the depletion of  
emotional resources (Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jack-
son, 1996). Considering that the ethical leader is able 
to alleviate the high emotional demands arising from 
work, by assuming most of  the emotional risks involved 
in the tasks delegated to him (Tanner et al., 2010), it 
can be assumed that the perception of  such behavior 
will protect his employees against eventual emotional 
exhaustion. In this sense, a weak negative correlation 
was observed between ethical leadership behavior and 
emotional exhaustion (Tanner et al., 2010). Thus, the 
hypothesis was raised that the perception of  the direct 
leader’s ethical leadership behavior would have a weak 
negative correlation with the emotional exhaustion of  
the employee (H6).

Method

Participants
In this research, a convenience sampling process 

was used, consisting of  405 workers, ranging from 19 
to 69 years of  age (M = 35.7, SD = 10.9), male and 
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female (64.7%), with distinct educational levels (50.0% 
had postgraduate studies, 24.0% completed higher edu-
cation, 20.7% incomplete higher education and 5.1% 
technical or medium level). The participants came from 
different job areas (26.7% from the educational area, 
16.8% from service providers and 15.1% from the 
health area). Of  these workers, 54.5% belonged to the 
private sector. Regarding the organizational level, 25.6% 
of  the sample had some leadership position (supervisor, 
manager, etc.), while 74.4% exclusively worked under 
someone’s leadership. It should be noted, however, that 
100% of  the sample had at least one hierarchical supe-
rior, i.e. an immediate leader. Thus, all participants were 
asked to respond to the leadership questionnaire with 
reference to their immediate leaders, which is why, in 
the present research, all of  them took the position of  
employees under leadership. Total length of  experience 
ranged from 1 to 51 years (M = 13.9, SD = 10.7). To be 
included in the sample, respondents should be 18 years 
of  age or older, willing to participate in the study and 
working or being training for at least one year prior to 
the application of  the survey.

Instruments
To evaluate the perceived ethical leadership behav-

ior, the Ethical Leadership Behavior Scale was translated 
and adapted to the Brazilian context. It consists of  35 
items, to be answered on five-point Likert scales, rang-
ing from I strongly disagree (1) to I strongly agree (5). 
An example item is: “Admits his/her mistakes”. Par-
ticipants were asked to respond to what extent they 
believed that their immediate boss demonstrated the 
ethical leadership behaviors present in ELBS.

The scale adaptation process involved the follow-
ing procedures: (a) initial translation into Portuguese by 
two independent Brazilian translators fluent in English; 
(b) synthesis and analysis of  the translations by the 
authors; (c) back-translation by a bilingual translator 
(Portuguese-English); review by expert committee with 
five members, including post-graduation students with 
practical and academic experience in the organizational 
area; (e) final review by the authors (all bilingual) to 
verify the semantic equivalence and fit of  each item in 
the original tool to the adapted scale (Borsa, Damásio, 
& Bandeira, 2012).

Job satisfaction was evaluated by means of  
the General Job Satisfaction Scale, constructed and 
with evidence of  validity obtained by Silva and Fer-
reira (2009). The single-factor instrument consists of  
five items, to be answered on five-point Likert scales, 

ranging from I strongly disagree (1) to I strongly agree 
(5). An example of  an item is: “I feel satisfied with my 
current job”. Its internal consistency coefficient, calcu-
lated by Cronbach’s Alpha, was equal to 0.90.

Affective organizational commitment at work was 
evaluated using the Meyer and Allen Affective Com-
mitment Scale (1991), with evidence of  validity in 
Brazilian samples obtained by Ferreira, Assmar, Souto, 
Braga, Rocha and Pacheco (2002). This also one-factor 
scale consists of  six items, to be answered on five-point 
Likert scales, ranging from I strongly disagree (1) to I 
strongly agree (5). An example of  an item is: “I feel 
emotionally attached to my organization”. The internal 
consistency index of  the scale was 0.90.

Work engagement was evaluated using the short 
version of  the Work Engagement Scale (WES-9) by 
Schaufeli, Bakker and Salanova (2006), adapted to the 
Brazilian context by Ferreira et al. (2016). It consists 
of  nine items (for example: “In my work, I feel full of  
energy”), to be answered on five-point Likert scales 
ranging from never (1) to daily (5). The internal consis-
tency of  the scale, evaluated by Cronbach’s alpha, was 
equal to 0.93.

For the evaluation of  mental health, the short 
version of  the Goldberg General Health Question-
naire (1972) was used, adapted for Brazil by Gouveia, 
Chaves, Oliveira, Dias, Gouveia and Andrade (2003). It 
consists of  12 items (for example, “Have you lost your 
self-confidence?”), to be answered on five-point Likert 
scales ranging from absolutely not (1) to very frequently 
(5). The internal consistency of  the scale was equal to 
0.90.

Emotional exhaustion was assessed by the emo-
tional exhaustion scale of  the Maslach Burnout 
Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS) developed by 
Schaufeli et al. (1996), specifically for professionals 
without direct contact with clients or the general pub-
lic, and validated in Brazilian samples by Silva Jr. (2005). 
This scale consists of  a single factor and five items, to 
be answered on five-point Likert scales ranging from 
never (1) to daily (5). An example of  an item is: “I feel 
emotionally exhausted because of  my work.” The inter-
nal consistency of  the scale was equal to 0.91. The data 
collection instrument also included a sociodemographic 
questionnaire and a free and informed consent form.

Data collection and analysis procedures
After approval by the Research Ethics Commit-

tee (CAAE: 54900316.6.0000.5289), the instruments 
were applied individually and electronically to those 
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who voluntarily opted to participate. These individu-
als initially completed the free and informed consent 
form and then completed the scales in their free time. 
The confidentiality of  the information provided to all 
participants was ensured.

To evaluate the dimensionality of  the scale, a par-
allel analysis was carried out through 500 bootstrap 
resamples, using permutations with the real database. 
The parameters were estimated by means of  Minimum 
Rank Factor Analysis, based on polychoric correla-
tions. Confirmatory factor analyses were performed 
using MPlus version 6.12, using weighted least squares 
means and variance (WLMSV) as parameter estima-
tion method. The adjustment indices evaluated and the 
adopted reference values included at least the follow-
ing requirements: χ² / gl <5; CFI> 0.95; TLI> 0.95; 
RMSEA <0.05 (Hox & Bechger, 1998).

The internal consistency assessment was per-
formed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and 
composite reliability, and the investigation of  validity 
evidence based on relationships with external variables 
of  the Ethical Leadership Behavior Scale was per-
formed by calculating Pearson’s correlations between 
the scale scores and the correlated construct scores, as 
presented in the hypotheses. In the interpretation of  
the magnitude of  the correlation coefficients, Cohen’s 
criteria (1992) were adopted, which classify it according 
to the following intervals: 0.10 - 0.29 (low); 0.30 - 0.49 
(moderate) and greater than 0.50 (high).

Results

In order to evaluate the dimensionality, the parallel 
analysis indicated the extraction of  two dimensions (in 
order of  factors, percentage of  explained variance of  
the actual data: 49%, 7.3% and 4.9%, in order of  fac-
tors, percentage of  explained variance of  the random 
data: 6.3%, 5.9% and 5.6%). It was noticed, however, 
that the dimensions separated the items from the posi-
tive and negative poles of  the construct, regardless of  
the contents of  the items. As such separate dimensions 
are not theoretically interpretable, they must be related 
to difficulty factors rather than to content factors. 
Therefore, we decided to maintain the one-dimensional 
structure originally proposed.

In order to evaluate the internal structure of  the 
ELBS, by means of  confirmatory factor analysis, using 
the weighted least squares means and variance (WLMSV) 
method for parameter estimation, the adjustment indi-
ces of  a one-factor model containing the 35 items of  

the original scale were initially calculated, which pro-
vided the following indicators: χ² (560) = 3227.49; χ² / 
gl = 5.76; RMSEA = 0.108 (range 0.105-0.112), CFl = 
0.877; TLI = 0.880. Considering that these indices were 
not satisfactory, the residuals of  the item pairs 16 and 
17, 20 and 17, 27 and 28, 13 and 19, 14 and 15, 22 and 
23 and 31 and 32 were correlated. After the modifica-
tion, the indices were reasonably satisfactory: χ² (553) 
= 2399.88 (553); χ² / gl = 4.34; RMSEA = 0.091 (range 
0.087-0.095), CFI = 0.922; TLI = 0.916. This solution 
was then chosen to compose the final model, which 
permitted the partial confirmation of  Hypothesis 1, in 
function of  the acceptable adjustment indices, although 
a little lower than expected.

Assuming a 95% confidence interval, the non-
standardized parameters of  this solution were all 
significantly different from zero, with critical ratio val-
ues superior to 1.96, indicating that all parameters can 
be considered useful to the model. Table 1 shows the 
standard factor loadings of  the final ELBS model. The 
internal consistency ratio of  the scale, calculated using 
Cronbach’s Alpha, and the composite reliability (or 
construct reliability) were equal to 0.96.

We also tried to evaluate the evidence of  valid-
ity based on the relations with external variables of  the 
scale. Therefore, the scores obtained in each of  the 
data collection instruments were initially calculated, as 
well as the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
between these scales (Table 2).

The data obtained showed that the Ethical Lead-
ership Scale correlated positive and moderately with 
the Job Satisfaction Scale (r = 0.43, p < 0.01), with the 
Work Engagement Scale (r = 0.36, p < 0.01) and with 
the Affective Organizational Commitment Scale (r = 
0.32, p < 0.01), which fully confirmed Hypotheses 2 
and 3 and partially confirmed Hypothesis 4. In addi-
tion, it correlated weak and positively with the General 
Health Questionnaire (r = 0.27, p < 0.01) and weak and 
negatively with the Emotional Exhaustion Scale (r = 
-0.29, p < 0. 01), which also permitted the full confir-
mation of  Hypotheses 5 and 6.

Discussion

This study was aimed at investigating the initial 
evidence of  validity of  the Ethical Leadership Behavior 
Scale in Brazilian samples. With regard to the confirma-
tory factor analysis, the data obtained revealed that the 
most fitted model was the adjusted one-factor model. 
It should be taken into account, however, that the data 
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Table 1. 
Standardized parameters

Parameters
Standardized parameters

 λ τ 1 τ 2 τ 3 τ 4 τ 5
LE1  -0,526 -1,275 -0,549 -0,065 1,013 2,811
LE2 -0,698 -1,111 -0,424 0,090 1,044 2,811
LE3 -0,692 -1,221 -0,397 0,285 1,234 -
LE4 -0,591 -1,208 -0,557 0,109 1,066 2,811
LE5 -0,715 -1,464 -0,887 -0,493 0,765 2,811
LE6 -0,759 -1,261 -0,542 -0,109 0,724 -
LE7  -0,787 -1,303 -0,669 -0,171 0,748 -
LE8 -0,791 -1,013 -0,431 0,115 1,044 -
LE9 -0,754 -1,208 -0,493 0,071 1,013 -
LE10 -0,675 -1,182 -0,458 0,121 1,077 2,811
LE11 -0,709 -1,261 -0,646 -0,158 0,953 -
LE12 -0,716 -1,158 -0,514 0,121 1,170 -
LE13 -0,740 -1,501 -0,756 -0,370 0,740 2,811
LE14  -0,767 -1,676 -1,055 -0,424 0,748 -
LE15 -0,604 -1,728 -0,887 -0,279 0,676 -
LE16  0,469 -1,099 -0,364 0,337 1,195 -
LE17  0,609 -1,055 -0,344 0,209 1,099 -
LE18  0,480 -1,303 -0,451 0,311 1,348 -
LE19  -0,757 -1,728 -0,992 -0,331 1,023 -
LE20  0,735 -0,833 -0,133 0,716 1,464 -
LE21  -0,523 -1,289 -0,451 0,285 1,195 -
LE22  0,677 -0,798 0,102 0,850 1,627 -
LE23 0,654 -0,716 -0,015 0,557 1,412 -
LE24 0,743 -0,748 0,222 0,773 1,604 -
LE25 -0,584 -1,540 -0,807 -0,209 1,099 -
LE26 0,725 -0,571 0,542 1,195 1,786 -
LE27 0,787 -0,479 0,298 0,887 1,540 -
LE28  0,759 -0,410 0,377 1,034 1,561 -
LE29 0,719 -0,514 0,564 1,158 1,886 -
LE30 0,763 -0,417 0,528 1,170 1,924 -
LE31 0,787 -0,370 0,542 1,182 1,851 -
LE32 0,808 -0,397 0,344 0,842 1,429 -
LE33 0,696 -0,472 0,127 0,807 1,429 -
LE34 0,791 -0,215 0,451 1,088 1,818 -
LE35 0,718 0,065 0,700 1,261 1,818 -
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obtained did not permit an ideal fit, as recommended 
by the literature in the area, although the fit indicators 
were only slightly lower than expected (Hox & Bechger, 
1998).

It should be emphasized, also, that this is a one-
factor model, containing 35 items. In these cases, 
the parameters to be estimated, all related to a single 
dimension, tend to generate a high amount of  residuals. 
Consequently, the model tends to have adjustment indi-
cators below the pre-established cut-off  points. On the 
other hand, even if  the estimation of  additional factors 
could increase the adjustment indicators, such a change 
in the model would not be theoretically justified. Thus, 
for example, it is not possible to theoretically inter-
pret factors that join only negative items, regardless of  
the behavioral content of  these items. In addition, the 
pairs of  items whose residues were correlated do not 
present a pattern capable of  supporting a hypothesis 
of  additional specific factors (beyond what the gen-
eral dimension already explained). In other words, the 
residual correlations seem to be capturing specificities 
of  random pairs of  items whose contents are similar. 
The absence of  a standard would not justify the model-
ing of  additional factors or of  a bifactor model though.

Thus, the final Brazilian version of  the Ethical 
Leadership Behavior Scale continued with 35 items, 
maintaining its one-factor structure, similar to the origi-
nal model (Tanner et al., 2010). In addition, it presented 
good composite reliability (CR = 0.96) and internal 
consistency, calculated by Cronbach’s alpha (α = 0.96). 
These results converge with Tanner et al. (2010), who 
found an index equal to 0.95.

Regarding validity evidence of  the scale based on 
relations with external variables, it was observed that 
the perceived ethical leadership behavior correlated 
positively and moderately with job satisfaction (r = 

0.43), thus confirming Hypothesis 2. This finding is 
consistent with Tanner et al. (2010), who also found 
a moderate positive correlation between the perceived 
ethical leadership behavior and job satisfaction (r = 
0.39). In this sense, the more ethical the perceived 
leadership behavior, especially manifested in attitudes 
perceived as fair, honest, respectful, and supportive of  
subordinates, the more likely the subordinates are to be 
satisfied with their work (Brown et al., 2005; Tu, Lu, & 
Yu, 2017).

A moderate positive correlation (r = 0.36) was 
also observed between the perceived ethical leader-
ship behavior and work engagement, thus confirming 
Hypothesis 3. This finding is consistent with Tanner et 
al. (2010), who also found a moderate positive correla-
tion between the perceived ethical leadership behavior 
and work engagement (r = 0.34). In this sense, when 
the worker perceives that he receives support from his 
leader and is treated fairly and respectfully, he usually 
becomes more involved in his tasks and, consequently, 
manifests more feelings of  vigor, dedication and 
absorption in those activities (Demirtas et al., 2015; 
Mitonga-Monga et al., 2016).

Regarding the perceived ethical leadership behav-
ior and affective organizational commitment (r = 0.32), 
a moderate and positive correlation was observed 
between these constructs, which only partially sup-
ported Hypothesis 4. This result is nevertheless better 
than Tanner et al. (2010), who found a weak correlation 
between these constructs (r = 0.26). This divergence 
may be due to the fact that different scales were used 
in both studies to measure affective organizational 
commitment, which may have resulted in correla-
tions of  different strengths, although both scales are 
based on Meyer and Allen’s commitment model 
(1991). In addition, the differences between the sample 

Table 2. 
Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients between the research scales
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1- Ethical leadership behavior 3,46 0,78 - - - - - -
2 - Job satisfaction 3,14 1,10 0,43** - - - - -
3 - Work engagement 3,55 0,97 0,36** 0,69** - - - -
4 - Affective organizational commitment 3,21 1,02 0,32** 0,65** 0,62** - - -
5 - General mental health 3,61 0,79 0,27** 0,47** 0,54** 0,35** - -
6 - Emotional exhaustion 2,94 1,06 -0,29** -0,49** -0,55** -0,40** -0,51** -

**p < 0,01. 
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characteristics of  both studies may also explain the 
divergences observed in the results. In any case, a pos-
sible interpretation of  these findings is that the fact that 
subordinates see ethical leaders as representatives of  
the organizations makes them return the ethical treat-
ment received from leaders, with feelings of  greater 
identification and affective involvement with the orga-
nization where they work (Demirtas & Akdogan, 2015).

The correlation between the perceived ethical 
leadership behavior and general mental health (r = 0.27) 
was weak and positive, and between the perceived ethi-
cal leadership behavior and emotional exhaustion it was 
weak and negative (r = - 0.29), which led to the full con-
firmation of  Hypotheses 5 and 6. These results are in 
line with Tanner et al. (r = -0.21), who found weak and 
negative correlations between perceived ethical lead-
ership behavior and health complaints (r = -0.21) and 
emotional exhaustion (r = -0.19). One possible expla-
nation for these findings is that ethical leaders often 
assume the responsibilities for major work problems or 
difficulties, which would ensure greater protection for 
the mental and emotional health of  their employees. In 
other words, they would act as attenuators of  the emo-
tional exhaustion of  their subordinates and would help 
to prevent possible health problems (Chughtai, Byrne, 
& Flood, 2015; Mo, & Shi, 2015; Montano, Reeske, 
Franke, & Hüffmeier, 2017).

As a limitation of  the study, however, it should be 
noted that the sample was composed of  participants, 
mostly from the state of  Rio de Janeiro, which makes it 
difficult to generalize the results to the other Brazilian 
states. Another limitation is that fitness indexes have 
not reached the levels recommended in the literature, 
which may be due to the complexity of  the instrument, 
which has many items in a single factor.

In addition, the evidence of  a one-dimensional 
model as the best possible (but with below-expected 
fitness indicators) and the presence of  residual correla-
tions may also be associated with the type of  response 
of  the scale: the self-reported Likert type format. This 
type of  response tends to generate halo effects (Keeley, 
English, Irons, & Henslee, 2013) and evaluations 
focused on a single aspect of  the construct. In this 
sense, it is possible that participants rated their lead-
ers simply as “good” or “bad” (and variations of  that 
continuum), without regarding the specificities of  that 
leadership (e.g. whether the leader is more democratic 
or more centralizing). Nevertheless, as the quantity of  
items is large (considering a single factor) and variation 
is restricted, the fitness tends not to be perfect due to 

apparently random residual correlations. It is suggested 
that future studies also test for the presence of  residual 
correlations between the pairs of  items indicated in this 
study, to evaluate whether or not there is a pattern in 
these relationships.

With regard to the accomplishment of  future stud-
ies, it is suggested that investigations be accomplished 
to refine the scale. Considering, for example, that the 
scale had only one dimension, the number of  items can 
be reduced without considerably reducing the reliability 
of  the scores. This reduction would also tend to sup-
port a more parsimonious model with better relative fit 
indicators. In addition, future studies could verify the 
internal structure of  the scale based on the self-assess-
ment of  the leadership and compare it with the data 
obtained through the hetero-evaluation of  leadership.

Research is also recommended to deepen the 
nomological network of  the construct, especially with 
regard to its impact on variables that characterize the 
wellbeing and quality of  work life, such as flourishing at 
work. Such surveys could be longitudinal, which would 
permit a better understanding of  the relationships 
between these variables.

The results of  this study indicate, however, that 
the Ethical Leadership Behavior Scale presented initial 
evidence of  validity based on the internal structure, as 
well as on the relationships with external variables, in 
a Brazilian sample. Therefore, it can be considered an 
appropriate measure to evaluate how ethical the behav-
ior of  the leaders can be, which recommends its future 
use in research and organizational diagnoses.
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