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Ethical scandals and moral deficiencies, evident in society and organisations worldwide, have 
become trendy slogans that dominate news cycles, causing global turmoil (Mitonga-Monga & 
Flotman 2017:270; Suifan et al. 2020:410). The leaders of large international organisations (e.g. 
Facebook, Google, Uber, Samsung, etc.) have recently been under scrutiny owing to their unethical 
actions such as privacy breaches, bribery, as well as embezzlement scandals and harassment 
allegations (Hansen et al. 2013:436). Such ethically questionable practices have given rise to much 
interest in studying leaders’ ethical behaviours, as it has become a subject of interest for scholars 
and practitioners alike. The oversight was undoubtedly owing to its unspoken nature that would 
usually go unnoticed until unethical behaviour or misconduct arose (Suifan et al. 2020:413). Even 
so, ethical leadership (EL) studies have been gaining momentum, with scholars and practitioners 
confirming its pertinent role to maintain high ethical standards, while holding employees 
responsible for ethical conduct (Zubair & Mujeeb 2022:17).

‘Ethical leaders’ refers to individuals who conduct themselves ethically, reflecting honesty, respect, 
fairness, integrity, respect, openness and democratic interaction (Mitonga-Monga 2020:485), 

Orientation: Ethically questionable practices have given rise to a tremendous interest in 
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leadership and organisational commitment in a South African steel industry.

Motivation for the study: Previous research on the influence of ethical leadership on employee 
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which increase employees’ commitment level. Organisational 
commitment (OC) refers to a psychological attachment that 
provides an employee with a stabilising or obligation force, 
which directs them towards specific organisational goals and 
values. Previous studies indicate that EL emerges as a 
contributor to work-related outcomes such as OC, job 
satisfaction and organisational citizenship behaviour, while 
discouraging negative ones such as turnover intention and 
absenteeism (Hartog 2015:412). However, it is unclear how 
the association would show in a developing country, with 
growing leadership deficiency, corruption and unethical 
malpractices. This research sought to investigate the 
relationship between EL and OC at a steel manufacturing 
company in a developing country such as South Africa.

Research context
Despite recent progress and its contribution to the local 
economy, the South African (SA) steel industry, on which we 
conducted our research, remains a strategic industry for 
South Africa, representing 1.5% of the country’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and accounting for some 190 000 
jobs (Mail & Guardian 2016). Nevertheless, the SA steel 
company is facing the harmful effects of state capture, 
corruption and the impact of the coronavirus diease 2019 
(COVID -19), which reduced steel demand by 27–30% in 2020 
compared with 2019. Competition authorities found that the 
SA steel company engaged in anticompetitive behaviour and 
hence penalised the business with a R1.5 billion fine in 2016. 
The industry also experienced issues caused by market forces 
and struggled to meet high electricity, rail and port costs 
(Mail & Guardian 2016). However, the SA steel company has 
invested much in employee skill development as part of its 
talent management strategy; despite this investment, it 
still finds it challenging to retain key talent, while ensuring 
sustainability.

Theoretical perspectives
Ethical leadership
Much research has been conducted on business ethics, 
emphasising its role in developing good characteristics among 
individual employees to serve the prosperity and survival of 
both the organisation and its members (Qing et al. 2020:67). 
Generally, leaders are key role players to establish 
moral standards among their followers, while encouraging 
ethical behaviour that is favourable for communities 
and organisations (Isiramen 2021:11). The moral deficiency 
response to uncertain business practices under current 
COVID-19 pandemic circumstances has resulted in a great 
need for EL. It has become a topic of interest and inquiry 
(Demirtas & Akdogan 2015:183; Mitonga-Monga 2015:35–42). 
The EL refers to a ‘demonstration of normatively appropriate 
conduct through personal actions and interpersonal 
relationships and the promotion of such conduct of followers 
through two-way communication’ (Brown 2005:120). For 
instance, Tracy (2016) describes EL as behaviour that may 
motivate employees’ sense of responsibility, tolerance, 
integrity and honesty. The EL is perceived to exhibit behaviours 

that are consistent with appropriate norms, perceptible 
through a leader’s actions and relationships (Brown, 
Trevino & Harrison 2005:121; Ibrahim & Mayende 2018:2).

Ethical leaders are trustworthy, fair and principled decision-
makers who lead their followers, equipped with ethical 
competencies and abilities (Hartog 2015; Mitonga-Monga 
2020:485–491). They set clear ethical standards for their 
organisations and adhere to them (Babalola et al. 2016:1–2; 
Mitonga-Monga 2020:486). Literature identifies seven EL 
behaviours which are regarded as the most important 
components of EL (Kalshoven, Den Hartog & De Hoog 
2011:51–69). Fairness refers to the extent to which a leader 
practises good judgement consistently and transparently 
when making decisions regarding employees (Mitonga-
Monga & Cilliers 2016:38). Power-sharing refers to how a 
leader delegates power by involving followers in the  
decision-making process, allowing them to make autonomous 
decisions (Kalshoven & Den Hartoh 2009:104). Role clarification 
reflects a leader’s ability to provide clear responsibilities 
and to communicate anticipated performance results from 
employees (De Hoogh & Den Hartog 2008:298). People 
orientation demonstrates a leader’s ability to portray affection 
towards employees, while demonstrating a high level of 
developmental and empathetic traits (Avolio et al. 2004:811). 
Concern for sustainability involves the extent to which a 
leader considers the impact of a decision on the macro level 
and not only from an internal organisational perspective 
(Waldman, Siegel & Javidan 2006:1704).

Integrity refers to leaders who do what they say they will and 
who keep their promises. Leaders who are consistent and 
who fulfil their promises earn the trust and respect of their 
followers (Palanski & Yammarino 2009:406). Ethical guidance 
considers the extent to which a leader communicates 
moral norms and standards and, likewise, rewards ethical 
behaviour (Khalid & Bano 2015:67). When employees think 
that their boss is trustworthy, they are more likely to be 
engaged and to connect with the organisation’s aims and 
values, trading their OC for the benefit of the organisation 
and for an ethical leader who is honest, respectful and 
altruistic. In addition, their commitment will prevent them 
from exiting the organisation (Imam & Kim 2022:2; Xu,  
Loi & Ngo 2016:493).

Organisational commitment
The OC concept is a topic of concern for both scholars and 
practitioners, and it has several definitions (Lee & Cha 
2015:360). A standard definition of OC is embedded in the 
psychological bond (Allen & Meyer 1997:125–127; Mitonga-
Monga & Flotman 2018:2) that enlightens employees’ work 
behaviours. According to Ahadiat and Dacko-Pikiewicz 
(2020:24), OC measures employees’ psychological attachment, 
level of involvement and identification with their job. 
This includes a work attitude which relates to employees’ 
willingness to be fully involved in the organisation’s activities 
and to remain loyal to the organisation (Mitonga-Monga 
2020:486). Subsequently, such employees would be prepared 
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to develop a penchant and emotional bond that is 
psychologically allied with the organisation’s strategic 
intent (Mitonga-Monga & Flotman 2018:2).

Mamman, Kamoche and Bukuwa (2012:289) asserted that 
OC is a global and local commitment, characterised by 
varying unique and specific outcomes. Employee OC is 
therefore defined as a belief and feeling, which is formed 
internally or as a set of intentions that enhance an employee’s 
desire to remain with the organisation and accept its goals 
and values (Etu & Tantua 2021:91). The OC is also perceived 
to be strong identification with an organisation, while being 
psychologically attached to it, inspiring employees to 
participate actively towards accomplishing the organisation’s 
objectives (Mitonga-Monga & Flotman 2018:2).

This study used the three components of OC, which Alen and 
Meyer (1991:70–71) identified and which seem to be the most 
popular OC components (Mitonga-Monga 2020:486). These 
are affective commitment (showing an employee’s identity, 
participation in and emotional connection to the organisation) 
and cognitive commitment (Allen & Meyer 1990:12). 
Continuance commitment reflects an individual’s willingness 
to continue being a member of the organisation when 
evaluating leaving costs (Fayda-Kinik 2022:181). Normative 
commitment reflects an individual employee’s devotion or 
moral obligation to remain in the organisation because it is 
the right and honourable thing to do (Mitonga-Monga & 
Flotman 2018:3).

Committed employees would likely want to stay in the 
organisation or extend their membership with the employer 
organisation (Mitonga-Monga 2015:35). Those employees 
with a solid continuance desire will likely remain with their 
organisation if they perceive their employer to be trustworthy 
(Mitonga-Monga 2020:486). Employees with a high normative 
level remain with their employer organisation because they 
believe it to be the moral thing to do (Fanggidae, Nursiani & 
Bengngu 2019:263). Previous studies by Suifan et al. (2020:2) 
argued that OC decreases work-related attitudes such as 
turnover intention and absenteeism.

Social exchange theory
This study used the framework of social exchange theory 
(SET) to comprehend the association between EL and OC 
(Mitonga-Monga 2020:485–486). Social exchange refers to 
the voluntary actions of persons who are driven by the 
anticipated and normal benefits they obtain from others 
(Blau 1964:91). Social exchange theory is a well-known theory 
of management that helps to explain workplace behaviour 
(Wang, Yen & Tseng 2015:451). It posited that exchange of 
resources happens via contact between two parties (Mitonga-
Monga 2022:485). Mitonga-Monga, Van Lange and Balliet 
(2014:65) argued that social exchange is an interdependent 
relationship between two actors. It is a reciprocal transaction 
that requires something that is given and returned. Tan, 
Zawawi and Aziz (2016) posited that social behaviour is a 
kind of exchange, comprising material and nonmaterial 

outputs. Social exchange occurs when the interactions 
between two actors lead to an emergence of a sense of 
obligation to reciprocate each other even though the nature 
of the reciprocation is not clarified (Cropanzano & Mitchell 
2005:876). The rule of thumb in the exchange process is to 
form an exchange relationship, which is the reciprocation 
behaviour triggered to respond to the favour given by the 
initial actor (Mitonga-Monga 2020:485). The absence or 
nonexistence of reciprocity would cause the social interaction 
to rupture (Lee, Mohamad & Ramayah 2010:316–345).

The social exchange begins when one actor takes the initiative 
to show kindness and offer benefits, while the other 
reciprocates by returning the favour (Cropanzano et al. 
2017:478–480). This article argues that ethical leaders who 
treat employees fairly, delegate power, demonstrate empathy, 
consider the impact of their decisions, communicate moral 
norms and initiate the social exchange process. When 
employees perceive their leaders to be ethical, they find the 
organisation a desirable entity with which to affiliate 
(Cropanzano & Mitchell 2005:874). Following SET (Blau 1964; 
Lioukas & Reuer 2015:1827), employees who perceive their 
leader to be ethical are likely to be involved in social 
transactions; they interchange their OC for the benefit of their 
moral leader’s fairness, respect and honesty. Hence, they 
would extend their stay with the organisation (Mamman, 
Kamoche & Bukuwa 2021:286).

Relationship between ethical leadership and 
organisational commitment
Previous research on EL and OC demonstrates that there is 
a strong positive relationship between the two constructs 
(Agha, Nwekpa & Eze 2017:202–214; Ahadiat & Dacko-
Pikiewicz 2020:24–35; Hidayati et al. 2019:256; Mitonga-
Monga & Cilliers 2016:35–42; Priya 2016:42–50; Sharma, 
Agrawal & Khandelwal 2019:712–734). For example, 
Mitonga-Monga and Cilliers (2016:35) found a positive 
relationship between EL and OC. Ahadiat and Dacko-
Pikiewicz (2020:24) and Mitonga-Monga (2020:485) agreed 
that seven characteristics of EL (people orientation, fairness, 
power-sharing, role clarity, concern for sustainability, 
integrity and ethical guidance) have a substantial impact on 
organisational culture.

EL, ethical leadership; FAI, fairness; PS, power-sharing; RC, role clarification; PO, people 
orientation; CS, concern for sustainability; IN, integrity, EG, ethical guidance; OC, 
organisational commitment; AC, affective commitment; CC, continuance commitment; NC, 
normative commitment.

FIGURE 1: Proposed conceptual framework.
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In line with Qureshi and Butt (2020:67–69), the effects of EL on 
OC from the SET as an intervening variable between 
organisational resources and work-related attitudes are often 
reciprocal (Loi et al. 2015:645). For example, employees who 
perceive their leader to be ethical, regard them as being 
impartial and rational in decision-making, communicate the 
expected performance of sustainable organisational goals and 
take care of their well-being. They will likely be loyal, involved 
and identify with the organisation’s goals and values. In other 
words, EL that makes and creates more meaningful work for 
followers is likely to facilitate employees’ identification with 
and loyalty to the organisation and their respective 
performance (Hansen et al. 2013: 435–449; Mamman et al. 
2021:285), lowering desire to leave and absenteeism (Chabib 
2016:63). Given the link between EL and OC, it is hypothesised 
that EL would have a favourable and substantial association 
with OC.

Aim of the study
The purpose of this research was to examine the link 
between workers’ views of EL and OC in the context of the 
South African (SA) steel industry. The research question 
that guided the investigation was formulated as follows: 
how do employees’ perceptions of leaders’ ethical behaviour 
relate to their level of OC in a SA steel industry organisation? 
The researchers anticipated that the results would contribute 
to the ongoing debate around these two constructs (EL and 
OC) and possibly employees’ retention strategies in the 
industry.

Method
Design and participants
This study used a quantitative research approach and 
employed a cross-sectional survey design. Cross-sectional 
research proves relationships among variables and can be 
used to rule out any possible alternative explanations for these 
relationships (Spector 2019:125–126). Convenience sampling 
(N = 200), using Raosoft (Raosoft, Inc., Seattle, Washington, 
United States) at a 95% confidence level, 5% of margin of error. 
A sample of 130 was drawn, which yielded a response rate of 
65%. The sample comprised 40% women in middle adulthood 
(31–40 years), and of these, 51.5% were single, 96.2% were 
black, 36.2% had university qualifications and most had 
between 2 and 5 years of work experience in the industry.

Data collection
The study used the Ethical Leadership Work Questionnaire 
(ELWQ) (Kalshoven & De Hoog 2011) and the Organisational 
Commitment Scale (OCS) (Meyer & Allen 1997) as research 
measurement tools. The demographics section of the 
questionnaire evaluated the following: gender (male or female) 
age, ethnicity (African, Indian, mixed race, white) and tenure 
in the organisation.

The ELWQ is a 38 item self-report instrument, which uses a 
five-point Likert scale varying from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree). Examples of the items include: people 
orientation (‘is interested in how I feel and how I am doing’); 
fairness (‘holds me accountable for problems over which I have no 
control’); power-sharing (‘allows subordinates to influence 
critical decisions’); concern for sustainability (‘would like to 
work in an environmentally friendly manner’); ethical guidance 
(‘clearly explains integrity related codes of conduct’); role 
clarification (‘indicates the performance expectations of each 
group member’); and integrity (‘keeps his or her promises’). 
Kalshoven et al. (2011:57) reported a Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient which ranged from 0.70 to 0.95 for the Ethical 
leader behaviour questionnaire (ELBQ). The present study 
obtained Cronbach’s alpha coefficients which ranged from 
0.61 to 0.95 for the ELBQ.

The OCS is a 24-item self-report instrument that uses a 
five-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). It measures employees’ perceptions of 
their affective, continuance and normative commitment. 
The OCS includes the following examples: Affective 
(‘I really feel as if this organisation’s problems are my own’); 
continuance (‘it would be very hard for me to leave my 
organisation right now even if I wanted to’); and normative 
(‘I would feel guilty if I left my organisation now’). Meyer and 
Allen (1997:187) reported an internal consistency 
Cronbach’s alpha, ranging from 0.75 to 0.79 for the OCS. 
The present study obtained Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, 
ranging from 0.67 to 0.75 for the OCS.

Data analysis
The study’s data were analysed, using the Statistical 
Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 27 (IBM, Armonk, 
New York, United States), which yielded means, standard 
deviations, internal consistency, reliability, correlations 
and multiple regression analyses. Correlations were used 
to determine the association between EL and OC. Multiple 
regression analyses were used to determine if EL is a 
predictor of OC. To prove statistical significance and 
reduce the likelihood of type 1 errors, the researchers 
selected the statistical significance cut-off value at p ≤ 0.05 
and that practical effect size r = 0.30–0.50 (medium to large 
effect size).

Ethical consideration
Before commencing with the study, the researchers obtained 
permission from the University of Johannesburg’s High 
Research Ethics Review Committee (reference number  
IPPM-2020-441) and the organisation’s management. The 
participants received an electronic link for the survey. 
However, before completing it, they were asked to complete 
an informed consent form to participate willingly in the 
study project by completing a demographic questionnaire 
(requesting the participant’s gender, age, education, marital 
status, racial group and length of service in the industry) in 
addition to the ELBQ and OCS. Participants were required to 
electronically sign the permission form and complete the 
ELBQ and OCS.
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Results
Descriptive statistics: Mean standard deviation, 
correlations analysis and Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients
This section reports on the means, standard deviations and 
the Cronbach’s alpha for the EL and OC variables. In terms 
of the ELBQ, Table 1 shows that the mean scores ranged 
from M = 3.86 to M = 2.50. The sample of participants 
obtained a high mean score for the role clarification (M = 
3.86; s.d. = 0.83) variable, followed by ethical guidance (M = 
3.59; s.d. = 0.92), concern for sustainability (M = 3.46; s.d. = 
0.86), integrity (M = 3.37; SD = 1.10), total EL (M = 3.32; s.d. = 
0.51) and people orientation (M = 3.30; s.d. = 0.98), while the 
lowest mean score was attained for the fairness (M = 2.50; 
s.d. = 0.91) variables.

In terms of the OCS, Table 1 shows that the mean scores 
ranged from M = 3.34 to M = 2.76. The sample of participants 
obtained a relatively high mean score for the continuance 
commitment (M = 3.34; s.d. = 0.81) variable, followed by total 
employee commitment (M = 3.11; s.d. = 0.61) and affective 
commitment (M = 3.09; s.d. = 1.00), while the lowest mean 

score was attained for the continuance normative commitment 
(M = 2.50; s.d. = 0.91) variables.

Correlations
Correlations between EL and OC were calculated. To assess 
the likelihood of Type 1 errors, the significance value was 
determined at a 95% confidence level. (p ≤ 0.05) was 
established level and a cut-off practical effect size was r ≥ 0.30 
to r ≥ 0.50 (medium to large effect size) (Hair et al. 2019). 
Table 2 illustrates the correlations between ELBQ and OCS. 
The findings indicate that ELBQ correlates significantly and 
positively with OCS (r = 0.38; medium effect size; p ≤ 0.05). 
The results also indicate that ELBQ correlated significantly 
with affective commitment (r = 0.38; medium effect size; 
p ≤ 0.05) and normative commitment (r = 0.54; large effect 
size; p ≤ 0.05).

Multiple regression analysis
Table 3 indicates the multiple regression results.

It was determined that the regression models were statistically 
significant (p < 0.05) because the model explained 21% of 
the variation (R2 = 21; p ≤ 0.001) in the total OC variable. In 
Model 1, Table 3 revealed that people-orientation (β = 0.49; 
p = 0.001) and fairness (β = 0.31; p = 0.001) functioned as 
substantial positive predictors of total OC, with people-
orientation and fairness accounting for the largest variation 
in OC.

In Table 3, Model 2 (affective commitment) revealed 
that people orientation (β = 0.49; p = 0.001) served as 
significant positive predictors of affective commitment, with 
fairness contributing the most to the variation in affective 
commitment.

Table 3’s Model 4 (normative commitment) showed that 
individuals’ orientation (β = 0.50; p = 0.001) and fairness 

TABLE 2: Correlations between the Ethical Leadership Behaviour Questionnaire and Organisational Commitment Scale (N = 130).
Variable ELBQ People 

orientation
Fairness Power-

sharing
Concern for 

sustainability
Ethical 

guidance
Role 

clarification
Integrity OCS Affective 

commitment
Continuance 
commitment

Normative 
commitment

ELBQ 1 0.85*** 0.59*** 0.37*** 0.81*** 0.89*** 0.82*** 0.83*** 0.38** 0.26** 0.08 0.54***
People 
orientation

- 1 0.66*** 0.28** 0.65*** 0.68** 0.60*** 0.74** 0.41** 0.29** 0.08 0.58***

Fairness - - 1 0.10 -0.70*** -0.63** -0.62*** -0.73** -0.16 -0.01 0.04 -0.47**
Power-sharing - - - 1 0.19* 0.12 0.22* 0.13 0.11 0.05 0.13 0.02

Concern for 
sustainability

- - - - 1 0.80** 0.66*** 0.73*** 0.31** 0.19* 0.02 0.54***

Ethical guidance - - - - - 1 0.74*** 0.73*** 0.31** 0.18* 0.04 0.52***
Role clarification - - - - - - 1 0.71*** 0.23* 0.12 0.04 0.40**
Integrity - - - - - - - 1 0.27** 0.15 -0.01 0.52***
OCS - - - - - - - - 1 0.71*** 0.68*** 0.65***
Affective 
commitment

- - - - - - - - - 1 0.10 0.49**

Continuance 
commitment

- - - - - - - - - - 1 0.07

Normative
commitment

- - - - - - - - - - - 1

ELBQ, Ethical Leadership Behaviour Questionnaire; OCS, Organisational Commitment Scale.
*, p ≤ 0.05 (r ≥ 0.29 [small effect]); **, p ≤ 0.01 (r ≥ 0.30 ≥ r ≤ 0.49 [medium effect]); ***, p ≤ 0.001 (r ≥ 0.30 ≥ r ≤ 0.49 [medium effect]).

TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics for Ethical Leaders’ Behaviour Questionnaire and 
Organisational Commitment Scale.
Variables Mean s.d. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients

ELBQ 3.32 0.51 0.90
People orientation 3.30 0.98 0.93
Fairness 2.50 0.91 0.89
Power-sharing 3.28 0.70 0.61
Concern for sustainability 3.46 0.86 0.84
Ethical guidance 3.59 0.92 0.94
Role clarification 3.86 0.83 0.92
Integrity 3.37 1.10 0.95
OCS 3.11 0.61 0.67
Affective commitment 3.09 1.00 0.73
Continuance commitment 3.34 0.81 0.73
Normative commitment 2.76 0.92 0.75

OCS, Organisational Commitment Scale; ELBQ, Ethical Leaders’ Behaviour Questionnaire; 
s.d, standard deviation.
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(β = 0.42; p = 0.001) served as substantial positive predictors 
of normative commitment, with people orientation and 
fairness providing the greatest variance to normative 
commitment.

Table 3 presents the outcomes of the multiple regression 
analyses undertaken to determine if EL positively and 
substantially predicts emotional and normative commitment, 
respectively. Models 2 and 4 display the findings. The 
findings in Table 3 led to the development of two more 
regression models, all of which were statistically significant 
(Fp ≤ 0.05). The models accounted for 38% (R2 = 0.36 for 
emotional commitment and 12% (R2 = 0.12 for normative 
commitment) of the variation across variables of these two 
subdimensions of OC.

Discussion
This study sought to examine the relationship between 
employees’ perceptions of EL and OC within a South African 
steel industry context. Firstly, the objective was to determine 
whether EL relates significantly to OC, and whether EL is a 
predictor of OC in this industry.

The results showed that employees perceived a higher level 
of EL. This implies that their leaders provided clear 
responsibilities and communication, displayed moral norms 
and standards, involved them in decision-making, made and 
kept their promises and were consistent and transparent in 
their practices. The findings are consistent with those of 
Ahadiat and Dacko-Pikiewicz (2020:24–35), who found that 
employees who work under leaders who inspire them to 
contribute significantly to the formation of a feeling of 
honesty and sincerity, transparency and trustworthiness 
tend to emulate their leaders’ behaviour and hence act 
ethically when interacting with their colleagues.

The correlation results revealed that EL correlated 
positively with OC. The correlation results indicated that 
EL is associated with OC, which implies that employees 

who perceived that their ethical leader was concerned 
about their well-being and treated them with respect and 
fairness are likely to be involved and identify with the 
organisation’s norms, goals and values. The findings 
support Ahadiat and Dacko-Pikiewicz (2020:24–35) and 
Mitonga-Monga (2020:486), who assert that ethical leaders 
exhibit power-sharing, fairness, people-orientation, integrity, 
concern for sustainability and ethical guidance, which may 
increase employees’ level of commitment to the organisation. 
The second objective, namely people orientation, correlated 
with affective and normative commitment. This suggests 
that when employees perceive their ethical leader to be 
empathetic and show concern for their well-being, they will 
likely be emotionally attached to and obligated to stay with 
the employer’s organisation. These findings align with 
those shared by Mitonga-Monga and Cilliers (2016:35–42), 
who found people orientation to relate to affective and 
normative commitment.

The results suggest that concern for the environment and 
its future, role clarification, ethical guidance and integrity 
correlated with normative commitment. The suggestion 
here is that workers will be loyal to the organisation and 
remain with it when they perceive ethical behaviours from 
their leader, which include: considerate decision-making, 
clear orientations for performance, rewards for ethical 
behaviour and maintaining promises. These findings 
support those of Hidayati et al. (2019:256, 266) and Imam 
and Kim (2020), who found concern for sustainability, role 
clarification, ethical guidance and integrity to relate to 
normative commitment.

The findings suggest that people orientation is linked 
positively to both affective and normative commitment. 
Employees are more likely to be emotionally linked to, and 
obligated to stay with, their ethical leaders if they believe that 
they are willing and able to empathise with others, exhibit care 
for them and portray ethical attributes. These findings align 
with those shared by Mitonga-Monga and Cilliers (2016:35), 
who found EL to relate to affective and normative commitment.

TABLE 3: Multiple regression analysis: Ethical Leadership Behaviour Questionnaire as a predictor of Organisational Commitment Scale (N = 130).
Variable Model 1

Employee commitment
Model 2

Affective commitment
Model 3

Continuance commitment
Model 4

Normative commitment
B β p-value F df; 

residual
B β p-value F df; 

residual
B β p-value F df; 

residual
B β p-value F df; 

residual

(Constant) 14.80 - 0.04 0.22** 7;117 3.63 - 0.13 0.38 7;117 13.46 - - 0.03 7;117 -0.63 - 0.86 0.17* 7;117
People 
orientation

0.56 0.49 0.00 - - 0.18 0.41 0.00 - - 0.11 0.16 0.30 - - 0.27 0.50 0.00 - -

Fairness 0.45 0.31 0.02 - - 0.01 0.01 0.92 - - 0.11 0.13 0.40 - - 0.29 0.42 0.00 - -
Power-sharing -0.09 -0.03 0.71 - - -0.15 -0.14 0.07 - - 0.16 0.09 0.34 - - -0.10 -0.08 0.40 - -
Concern for 
sustainability

0.89 0.29 0.07 - - 0.30 0.26 0.06 - - 0.02 0.01 0.95 - - 0.34 0.24 0.13 - -

Ethical 
guidance

0.01 0.01 0.95 - - 0.04 0.09 0.52 - - 0.04 0.05 0.78 - - -0.02 -0.04 0.83 - -

Role 
clarification

-0.00 -0.00 0.99 - - -0.07 -0.09 0.42 - - 0.04 0.04 0.81 - - -0.00 -0.00 0.98 - -

Integrity -0.19 -0.11 0.51 - - 0.04 0.06 0.68 - - -0.13 -0.12 0.50 - - -0.04 -0.05 0.77 - -
R = 0.22‡ = 41§ = 0.03 = 0.17†
Adjusted R2 = 0.17 = 0.36 = -0.02 = 0.12

β, unstandardised coefficient; B, standardised coefficient; df, degrees of freedom; R, multiple correlation coeffient.
†, r ≥ 0.29 (small effect); ‡, r ≥ 0.30 ≥ r ≤ 0.49 (medium effect); §, r ≥ 0.50 (large effect).
*, p ≤ 0.01; **, p ≤ 0.001.
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The findings suggest that fairness correlated negatively with 
normative commitment, implying that when employees 
perceive their ethical leaders to lack transparency, exercise 
favouritism and treat them unfairly, they will likely leave the 
employer’s organisation. This finding contradicts the results 
of Brown et al. (2005:117–134) and Mitonga-Monga and Cilliers 
(2016:35–42), who found that fairness correlated positively 
with normative commitment. Moreover, no significant 
correlations were found between the EL aspects of individuals 
and groups integrity, direction, fairness, power-sharing, 
concern for long-term sustainability, ethical instruction and 
role clarity for continuance commitment. Nevertheless, other 
research proposes that ethical leaders who exhibit positive 
behaviours that promote a pleasant or ethical working 
environment would motivate employees to stay with the 
organisation (Mitonga-Monga & Cilliers 2016:35–37).

The second objective sought to determine if EL positively and 
significantly predicted OC. The multiple regression results 
revealed that EL did indeed predict OC. The third objective 
determined whether the seven features of EL, namely people 
orientation, fairness, power-sharing, concern for sustainability, 
ethical guidance, role clarification, and integrity positively and 
significantly predicted the three dimensions of OC, namely 
affective, continuance and normative commitment. The results 
revealed that people orientation and fairness contributed more 
towards the differences in employees’ levels of affective and 
normative commitment (Hidayati et al. 2019:256:266). The 
results revealed that people orientation predicted affective 
commitment. This can be explained by the fact that when 
employees perceive their ethical leader to conduct himself or 
herself in an ethical manner, show genuine care and treat them 
with respect, they will likely demonstrate a strong emotional 
attachment to the organisation.

This result is congruent with findings of Mitonga-Monga and 
Cilliers (2016:35–42), who found that EL affects emotional 
commitment. Furthermore, the data imply that EL (people 
orientation, fairness) predicted normative commitment. This 
may be explained by the fact that when workers consider 
their ethical leader to be helpful and guarantee that their 
needs are addressed, then they will likely feel a feeling of 
commitment towards the firm and will remain with the 
employer because it is ethically correct to do so. These results 
correlate with those of Hansen et al. (2013:435–449), who 
imply that workers who are treated fairly are inclined to 
invest in the business.

Implications for management practices
The limitations of this study must be recognised when 
assessing its results. Firstly, the research was limited to 130 
employed steel industry workers in South Africa. A method 
of convenience sampling was utilised to pick the participants. 
The study’s conclusions cannot be extended to other 
demographics and jobs. Similar quantitative studies should 
be undertaken with a wider sample of SA steel sector 
personnel if the results are to be generalised.

Secondly, the cross-sectional design of this study makes it 
difficult to draw conclusions on the cause-and-effect 
relationship between EL and OC factors. Consequently, the 
results were interpreted rather than proven. Thirdly, OC as a 
whole and a subdimension of EL, namely power-sharing, 
yielded poor coefficients of dependability. Prior study 
established the psychometric features of these assessments 
in a different environment; hence, this poor reliability score 
may be attributed to the small sample size.

Limitations and recommendations for future 
research
This study has several limitations that should be considered 
when interpreting the findings. Firstly, the study was 
restricted to 130 employed South African steel industry 
employees. A convenience sampling technique was used to 
select the participants. Hence, the results of this study cannot 
be generalised to other populations and different occupations. 
If the findings are to be generalised, similar quantitative 
studies should be conducted with a larger sample of 
employees in the SA steel industry.

Secondly, this study used a cross-sectional research design, 
making it difficult to draw inferences about the cause-and-
effect relationship between EL and OC variables. Therefore, 
the findings were interpreted rather than established. Thirdly, 
overall OC and a subdimension of EL, namely power-
sharing, produced a low-reliability coefficients score. This 
low-reliability score can be ascribed to the size of the sample, 
as prior research established the psychometric properties of 
these measurements in a different context.

Future studies
This study ascertains a crucial need for future research in the 
relationship between EL and OC. It is recommended that 
further research should use different methods and designs to 
address limitations identified in this study. The study was 
restricted to 130 employees who work in the SA steel industry. 
Future research should use different sampling techniques 
with a large sample from various occupational and 
demographical (i.e. race, gender and age, educational level 
and seniority) facets.

This study used a cross-sectional research design; therefore, it 
was impossible to determine the cause-effect relationship 
between EL and OC. Future researchers should use longitudinal 
studies to assess the effect of ethical leaders’ behaviours and 
OC in different industries. This study produced low reliability; 
future studies should conduct test–retest reliability to validate 
the reliability of the used measurements. Ethical leaders’ 
behaviour did not predict continuance commitment; therefore, 
future researchers should also use combined research 
approaches such as qualitative and quantitative tools, which 
should help them understand the relationship between EL and 
OC. Furthermore, demographic variables such as race, gender, 
age, educational level and seniority should be explored as 
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mediating–moderating variables in the relationship between 
EL and OC.

Conclusion
This study’s purpose was to determine the relationship 
between EL and OC and to establish whether EL significantly 
predicted OC. The empirical statistical investigation in the 
relationship between EL and OC provided a new 
understanding of employees’ psychological attachment, 
loyalty and commitment in the steel industry.

This study shows that ethical leaders’ behaviour with 
regard to people-orientation and fairness is crucial for 
understanding emotional and normative commitment. 
Employees who view that their moral leader cares about 
their well-being and treats them fairly are more likely to 
feel emotionally tied to their company and feel a feeling of 
duty to maintain their membership.
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