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CORRELATIONS BETWEEN ETHICAL LEADERSHIP 

AND LEADERSHIP STYLES 

Ligita Simanskiene, Klaipeda University

Arnoldas Petrulis, Klaipeda University

Julija Melnikova, Klaipeda University
Abstract: The authors of article search correlations between ethical leadership and leadership styles. There were defined criteria for ethical 

leadership and criteria for transactional, transformational and servant leadership styles. The aim of the research is to theoretically distinguish the 

criteria of ethical leadership and transactional, transformational and servant leadership styles, to find correlations between ethical leadership and 

different leadership styles. The following research problem can be formulated with a problematic’s questions: according to which criteria should 

the expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles? Do we find correlations between ethical leadership and different leadership styles? 

Quantitative research method was applied in the present article to find answers to research problems. In research participated 298 employees from 

five organizations.  Formulated hypothesis was confirmed: if managers are characterised by ethical leadership, they lead using the servant leadership 

style.  

Keywords: ethical leadership, transactional leadership, transformational leadership, servant leadership.

JEL code: M12 

Introduction 
The changing pace of life brings constantly growing changes in the economic and societal issues that modern business organisations are 

continuously facing. Therefore, in the face of such fundamental changes, the success of an organisation's operation in most cases depends on its 

leader. Values, beliefs and an ability to combine them with the surrounding business environment, both domestically and internationally, are 

important in leadership. The manager’s ethical values are provisionally important not only for the organisation that he /she is in charge of, but also 

for the community that he /she leads. It is important to realise that not only the competitor(s), but also the business partner(s) of the organisation 

run by the employees, may also have their own and different ethical values. The manager's actions and behaviour create and shape not only the 

opinions of the members of the organisation he /she manages of himself /herself and the activities of the organisation, but also the public opinion 

about the organisation and its employees. The requirements for the manager are higher than those for the other employees of the organisation. It 

is expected that the leader will adhere to higher moral precepts and will set an example of moral behaviour, and that he /she will take greater 

responsibility not only for the creation of well-being for all, but also for the values cherished in the community. 

Leadership of an organisation and its members can be monitored and assessed according to the chosen leadership style or a combination of 

several styles in compliance with leadership ethics, and according to how it is ensured that the goals of the organisation are achieved and 

implemented. What is the purpose of allocating tasks to the employees: to maximise profits and benefits for oneself, or to seek to ensure the needs 

of the employees without losing sight of the profitability sought? Ethical leadership, as well as a leadership style on the whole, are revealed in the 

manager's relationship with the organisation's employees that is expressed in leadership and in the totality of his /her actions which can have a 

significant impact on the organisation in achieving its goals. Often, ethical leadership is underestimated by the management, as well as the choice 

of leadership style, and the impact of its application on the employees. Their selection and application are revealed in the employees' self-

motivation, job satisfaction, work productivity, and loyalty to the organisation, and whether they are present or absent. Therefore, in order to 

determine whether the employees strive to work and whether they are satisfied with their results, and whether loyalty to the organisation is 

important to them, and to what extent an organisation’s performance depends on the management, one must study ethical leadership and leadership 

styles in organisations. 

The following research problem can be formulated with a problematic’s questions: according to which criteria should the expression of ethical 

leadership in different leadership styles? Do we find correlations between ethical leadership and different leadership styles? The aim of the research 

is to theoretically distinguish the criteria of ethical leadership and transactional, transformational and servant leadership styles, to find correlations 

between ethical leadership and different leadership styles. 

Hypothesis: Ethical leadership managers typically apply the servant leadership style. 
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Used methods. The research is implemented through a two-stage process: of literature review (descriptive method for the analysis of the concepts 

of Lithuanian and foreign authors as regards ethical leadership and different leadership styles) and empirical survey. For the empirical research, a 

method of questionnaire survey was chosen, and the respondents were the staff of five Klaipėda organizations. Logical analysis was used to confirm 

or to deny the statements and to formulate the conclusions applying the SPSS 18 software package to ensure their reliability, and Microsoft Excel 

was used for visual data presentation. 
Limitations of the research. The results of the survey are representative only for the organisations in question, no generalisations can be made 

for all organisations operating in the country and engaged in similar activities. This is the main limitation of the work.  

Theoretical background of ethical leadership and different leadership styles 
Leadership research covers not only the entire 20th century but is also being performed today. It is now increasingly being said and 

acknowledged that one of the most important aspects of leadership is the application of ethics. Modern management researchers recognise the 

importance of ethical leadership. As a result, more and more research on ethical leadership is being conducted in an effort to find out how and to 

what extent ethical leadership is expressed in an organisation, its activities and its people (Treviño, Hartman, Brown, 2000:129; Brown, Treviño, 

Harrison, 2005:120; Treviño, Brown, 2004b:80). In this paper section we will write main criteria for ethical leadership and three leadership styles: 

transactional, transformational, servant. These  

Ethical leadership in the scientific literature is analysed by distinguishing between different features that are very numerous and widely 

described (Treviño, Hartman, Brown, 2000:130; Brown, Treviño, 2014:588; Yukl, 2013:348). This study focused on the following features of 

ethical leadership, most commonly mentioned in the scientific literature: justice (Zhu, May, Avolio 2004; Zhu, 2008; Brown, Treviño, 2006a; 

Yukl, 2013); values (Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Brown, Mitchell, 2010; Zhu, 2008; Brown, Treviño, 2006a; Yukl, 2013); reliability 

(Treviño, Hartman, Brown, 2000; Zhu, May, Avolio 2004; Brown, Treviño, 2006a; Yukl, 2013); broad approach (Hannah, Avolio, Walumbwa, 

2011; Brown, Treviño, 2006a; Yukl, 2013); motivation (Brown, Mitchell, 2010; Zhu, 2008, Yukl, 2013). 

Another approach to the importance of leadership is the leadership style chosen by the leader. Management researchers are also constantly 

researching the topic of leadership style which influences the activities of the organisation's employees in order to ensure the continuity of the 

organisation's activities (Avolio et al., 2009:764; Alkahtani, 2016:24; Berg, Karlsen, 2016:1123; Obiwuru et al., 2011:102). 

The literature researching management describes many different leadership styles. The major part of leadership research performed abroad 

consists of studies of an exceptionally popular transformational leadership style (Stelmokienė, Endriulaitienė, 2015:10). Based on the insights of 

scholars, the following modern leadership styles are analysed in this study: transactional (Bass, 1999; Burns, 1978; Bass, 2000; Zhu et al., 2011); 

transformational (Bass, 1990; Bass, 1999; Avolio et al., 2009;); and servant (Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Wong, Davey 2007; Kolzow, 

2014; Barbuto Jr., Wheeler, 2006). 

Leadership styles are analysed very extensively in the scientific literature, and after a break, their features are re-explored. This paper explores 

different features of leadership style: decision-making method (Bass, 2000; Dedahanov et al., 2016; Kolzow, 2014); providing instructions (tasks) 

(Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Melchar, Bosco, 2010; Kolzow, 2014); responsibility-sharing (Bass, 2000; Fisher, 2009; Haar et al., 2017); 

attitude towards initiative (Fisher, 2009; Melchar, Bosco, 2010; Wong, Davey 2007); attitude towards employees (Dedahanov et al., 2016; Barbuto 

Jr., Wheeler, 2006); attitude towards one's own knowledge (Melchar, Bosco, 2010; Haar et al., 2017); communication with employees (Bass, 1999; 

Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Dedahanov et al., 2016; Barbuto Jr., Wheeler, 2006); character of relations with employees (Bass, 1999; Avolio, 

Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Haar et al., 2017 Kolzow, 2014); attitude towards discipline (Bass, 1990; Dedahanov et al., 2016); attitude towards 

values (Antonakis, 2006; Avolio et al., 2009; Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009; Brown, Treviño, 2006b); providing a vision for employees (Bass, 

2000; Antonakis, 2006; Avolio et al. 2009; Avolio, Walumbwa, Weber, 2009). 

However, in the analysed scientific literature (Brown, Treviño, 2006a:596 and 2006b:956; Zhu, May, Avolio 2004:18; Burns, 1978:20; 

Walumbwa et al., 2011:206; Zhu, 2008:64) we have observed that ethical leadership in different leadership styles is discussed or explored only in 

fragments, and most frequently it focuses on only one leadership style. 

The research continues to discuss the problems of leadership activities, its ethics and style that would be appropriate for different types of 

organisations, different levels of management and all cases. There are no references in the scientific literature to the expression of ethical leadership 

in different leadership styles, their interrelationship and differences. The authors create comparison between ethical leadership and how by criteria 
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of ethical leadership can be sees in behaviours of three leadership styles. Table 1 presents a comparison of expression of ethical leadership in 

different leadership styles according to the criteria of ethical leadership.  

Table 1 

Comparison of expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles 

Criteria of ethical 
leadership 

Leadership styles 
Transactional Transformational Servant 

Justice Procedural and individual for 
each employee 

Advocates equality, fair 
distribution of workload, seeks 
to ensure the pursuit of a fair 
personal career in an 
organisation 
 

Moral, fair, open and honest 
communication with the 
employees 

Values 

Administration oriented, 
emphasising moral values, and 
although values are declared, the 
leaders act as they see fit 

Strong behavioural values, 
perceived as charismatic, 
idealised and ethical beliefs 
worthy of the followers’ trust 

The most important thing is the 
employee. Community values, 
building strong relationships in 
order to bring together and 
expand the community 

Reliability 
Deceives, manipulates, uses 
leadership powers to satisfy his 
own interests 

Consistent adherence to 
agreements creates an 
atmosphere of trust, looks 
credible and provides a basis for 
admiration 

Credible reputation for ethical 
behaviour in public and private 
sector organisations  
 

Broad approach 
Accepts and supports only the 
views that coincide with his / 
her own ones 

Realises that people behave in 
different ways, depending on 
their abilities and available 
knowledge 

Empathetic, listens to others, 
leads through insights, respects 
others 

Motivation 

Encourages interpersonal 
agreements (exchanges) 
between the manager and 
his /her subordinates in order to 
improve the performance of the 
subordinates 

Encourages rational 
understanding of your ideas, but 
does not force you to do so 
 

Encourages the employees to 
serve others first 

Source: developed by authors

Jus t ice .  As long as the managers are honest, the employees will tend to feel respected and fairly valued. By being honest, fair and attentive to 

others, managers become role models. 

Values .  Values are the basis of ethics, and principles are necessary because they help to nurture values. They create conditions and assumptions 

that in their turn make the rules to support behaviour based on values and set out ways of doing things that are based on value beliefs. 

Reliabil i ty .  Leadership is impossible without a partnership of two or more people. The importance of reciprocity and reliability in modelling 

effective leadership is usually emphasised in contemporary scientific literature on leadership styles. The leaders who do not value their credibility 

do not encourage the employees to reach their full potential. 

Broad approach .  The leader’s broad approach and insights can be useful not only for himself / herself but also for the organisation. This 

attitude reveals both the manager’s and the employees’ perceptions of reality and allows decisions to be made based on that reality. If a person does 

not try to consider various possible options, this approach is rather limited.  

Motivation can be seen as a support of the employees to guide them when necessary so that they could reach their full potential. Ethical leaders 

care for other people, motivate them and show them respect. The employees are motivated to contact the managers in person to share their concerns 

and problems. 

   Ethical leadership in the transformational leadership style is perceived as a gathering of like-minded people, based on honesty, justice, 

equality, and creating opportunities for pursuing a career. By means of charisma and a personal example, a consistent adherence to agreements 

creates an atmosphere of mutual trust and confidence with a solid set of values. The manager encourages awareness and dedication to the 

organisation without the use of force. He /she respectfully listens to the viewpoints of others and encourages the right decisions to be made by 

consensus when sharing common goals for the common good. Responsibility is delegated by motivating independence and job satisfaction in 

performing complex tasks while adhering to moral norms. The employees feel valued because they create an environment based on moral values, 

broaden their horizons, are interested in the activities carried out in the organisation, and develop awareness. The leader promotes conscious ethical 

behaviour by focusing on joint activities to accomplish a collective mission and inspires adherence to high ethical norms and values that determine 

performance by implementing an ideal vision. Ethical leadership in the transactional leadership style is perceived as individual for each employee, 

and it is assessed only in terms of compliance with the intended regulations in the context of possible exploitation. In this leadership style, the 
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manager accepts and maintains only those views that coincide with his or her own views, and motivates interpersonal agreements between the 

manager and the employees. Thus, scholars define the transactional leadership style as hypocrisy in a gentle form with no moral basis. The manager 

makes decisions unilaterally, without trying to explain them, the tasks are presented in set terms, specifying the requirements and conditions for 

their implementation. Making necessary decisions is avoided if they could be risky personally for the manager. Only those employees who are most 

useful to the manager or organisation are supported. There is no personalised attention to the employees' development. The aim is to maintain full 

power by making the employees indecisive and dependent on the manager. Any criticism or confrontation are suppressed because lies and deception 

are seen everywhere. Attempts are made to impose a personal vision as the only one that can help to achieve success. Ethical leadership in the 

servant leadership style is perceived as a service to others without seeking self-interest. It is based on honesty, justice and openness in cooperation. 

In this case, the most important thing for the manager is the employee. The aim of this leader is to build and multiply the community, and the 

empathy of the manager, the ability to listen, and ethical behaviour are especially important here, so the employees are encouraged to act by serving 

others first. The manager empowers the employees without using his or her official authority. This authorisation includes facilitating and motivating 

the employees to act. The manager pays personal attention to the setting of the organisation's goals, takes care that they are implemented, gives 

meaning to the tasks performed, emphasises their importance. There is motivation for more commitment, development of independence, a sense of 

collegiality, focusing not only on personal interests and volunteering in the organisation. By supporting actions that are consistent with the moral 

dispositions of the organisation and the leader, trust is demonstrated by fostering a reciprocal relationship that is based on justice, sincerity, and 

honesty. Vision is presented as a conscious service to others. 

Research methodology 
Primary empirical data were obtained through a questionnaire survey, and the expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles was 

assessed. The analysis of the data collected in the questionnaire survey was submitted, and the opinion of the employees about ethical leadership 

and a leadership style in organisations was presented. The obtained statistical data were processed using quantitative analyses, methods of 

interpretation: from the structural point of view, the aim was to reveal the correlation between the criteria of ethical leadership and leadership styles. 

Multidimensional statistical methods were used to analyse the data of the empirical study: descriptive statistics (frequency, means of values and 

statistical deviations); reliability analysis (Cronbach's alpha); factor analysis (strength of statistical relationships, and regularity of interdependence). 

Logical analysis was used to confirm or to deny the statements and to formulate the conclusions applying the SPSS 18 software package to ensure 

their reliability, and Microsoft Excel was used for visual data presentation. 

Research instrument was a questionnaire consisting of closed questions. The following scales of the questionnaire were selected in the 

questionnaire: Likert scale where each statement was described by five ratings, where 1 meant strongly disagree, 5 meant strongly agree. The 

statements of the Ethical leadership statements were formulated in accordance with the established ethical leadership criteria. The following criteria 

of ethical leadership were revealed: justice; values; reliability; broad approach; motivation. The statements about the leadership styles were 

formulated in the questionnaire according to the established leadership style criteria. The following leadership style criteria were revealed: decision-

making method; providing instructions (tasks) to the employees; responsibility-sharing; attitude towards initiative; attitude towards employees; 

attitude towards one’s knowledge; communication with employees; character of relationship with employees; attitude towards discipline; attitude 

towards values; providing a vision for employees.  

The five organisations surveyed that agreed to participate in the study employed 992 staff (including managers) who could provide feedback by 

assessing the direct manager’s expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles. Performing the calculations according to Paniotto 

formula with permissible inaccuracy ∆ = 0.05 (5%) we had to interview 277 employees of Klaipėda port stevedoring companies: 

n = 1/(0.05² + 1/992) = 277 

We actually interviewed 298 employees from five organisations. The number of the questionnaires did not exceed the allowed error ∆ = 0.05, it 

was more than necessary. The questionnaires were conducted from February to May 2019. 

To determine the expression of ethical leadership a two variable correlation test was chosen in order to examine the links between ethical 

leadership and the leadership style criteria (SPSS, Bivariate Correlations with Pearson’s coefficient. The coefficient values: up to 0.60 indicate low 

internal consistency of the questionnaire (similarity of answers); from 0.60 to 0.70 it is sufficient; over 0.70 it is high. Cronbach’s alpha values in 

the questionnaire are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 
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Cronbach's alpha reliability of respondents' questionnaire responses 

Code Evaluation criteria Cronbach’s 
alfa coefficient 

Standardised data Cronbach’s 
alfa coefficient 

Scale 
question 
number 

EV Ethical leadership 0.969 0.969 34 
TR Transactional leadership style 0.861 0.860 11 
TF Transformational leadership style 0.880 0.881 11 
TA Servant leadership style 0.895 0.895 11 

Research e thics .  The aim of this article was to interpret the obtained data correctly and objectively, without trying to hide anything. We 

would like to point out that according to the oral agreement with the heads of the organisations, the names of the organisations are not published, 

the survey questionnaires are presented as a whole, without splitting them between the organisations, and the data of the organisations are not 

compared. The questions of the questionnaires and the selected possible answers are formulated in such a way that they do not offend or otherwise 

annoy the respondents. The criterion for the selection of questionnaires was a voluntary participation of the study participants.   

Research results 
When assessing ethical leadership in organisations, the respondents who were employees of organisations were presented with five criteria of 

ethical leadership: justice, values, reliability, broad approach, motivation, and 34 statements were formulated. Figure 1 demonstrates the mean 

values of ethical leadership features. 

 
 Fig 1. Mean values of ethical leadership features 

During the assessment of leadership styles, the mean assessment of the selected leadership styles was performed. The servant leadership style 

(mean 3.99, st. deviation 0.513) was rated very similarly as of the transformational leadership style (mean 3.98, st. deviation 0.512), and the 

transactional leadership style was rated worse by the respondents (mean 3.81, st. deviation 0.583). The mean values of the leadership style criteria 

as assessed by the respondents on: decision-making method 4.12; attitude towards one's knowledge 4.04; communication with employees 4.03; 

attitude towards discipline 4.00; attitude towards initiative 3.98; task submission 3.95; character of relations with employees 3.94; presentation of 

vision 3.86, attitude towards values 3.85; responsibility-sharing 3.82; attitude towards employees 3.63. 

After the correlation, the expression of ethical leadership statements in different leadership styles was determined; it is presented in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Correlation between the ethical leadership criteria and leadership styles 

                                                      Leadership style 
Criteria of ethical leadership Transactional Transformational Servant 

Justice Spearman correlation 0.338** 0.493* 0.540**
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 

Values Spearman correlation 0.539** 0.624** 0.684
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 

Reliability Spearman correlation 0.406** 0.612** 0.707**
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 

Broad approach Spearman correlation 0.576** 0.749** 0.813**
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 
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Motivation Spearman correlation 0.535** 0.680** 0.737**
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 

Model 298 298 298 
** The correlation is significant at level 0.01

As it can be seen from the criteria of ethical leadership, justice has a statistically moderate correlation with the servant leadership style. The criterion 

of values has a statistically moderate strong correlation with all leadership styles. Only the criteria of reliability and motivation of ethical leadership 

have a statistically strong correlation with the servant leadership style. The criterion of broad approach is expressed in the transformational and 

servant leadership styles with the statistically strongest correlation. Table 4 presents the expression of ethical leadership in different leadership 

styles. 

Table 4 

The expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles 

 Leadership style 
Transactional Transformational Servant 

Ethical leadership 
Spearman correlation 0.569** 0.731** 0.798**

Sig. (2-tailed)  0.000 0.000 0.000 
Model 298 298 298 

** The correlation is significant at level 0.01

As can be seen, ethical leadership is statistically most associated with ministerial and transformational leadership styles. The statistical 

correlation of transactional leadership style is only average. 

In the Fig.2 we draw scheme of assessment of ethical leadership in organisations. Here it is shown correlations of different leadership styles and 

meaning of all criteria’s after calculations with SPSS program. The left side of the scheme we can see respondents’ answers about possible leadership 

styles used in different organizations. Here it is shown average of results. The right-hand side of the scheme lists the criteria for ethical leadership 

to which the arrows point. The indicators focus only on those criteria of ethical leadership where there is a statistically strong relationship. In the 

middle of the figure are shortcuts for different leadership styles, where TR- transactional leadership, TF- transformational leadership, ET-ethical 

leadership, SE- servant leadership and also numbers of statistically strong meanings. 

 
 

Fig. 2. Assessment of ethical leadership in organisations 
Note: Meaning of figures: mean (v), correlation (r), only statistically strongest correlations are presented

TR- transactional leadership, TF- transformational leadership, ET-ethical leadership, SE- servant leadership
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The hypothesis was confirmed. If managers are characterised by ethical leadership, they lead using the servant leadership style. This hypothesis 

is confirmed by the summarised data of the quantitative study “Correlations between the ethical leadership criteria and leadership styles” in Table 

3 and “The expression of ethical leadership in different leadership styles” in Table 4. Thus, we can say that contemporary managers in the 

organisations taking part in our survey mostly keep to the servant leadership style and behave ethically. 

Conclusions 
A quantitative study shows that the respondents assessed ethical leadership in their organisations in a very similar way, as the features of an 

ethical leadership style are similarly assessed. However, male respondents tend to better evaluate the ethics of their managers. Assessing the 

leadership styles of managers in organisations, it was found that the transformational and the servant leadership styles were rated almost equally, 

while the transactional style was rated worse. Assessing the characteristics of the leadership style, it was found that the way of decision-making 

received the best evaluation, and the attitude towards the employees received the worst one. It was found that such ethical leadership features as 

reliability and motivation were statistically significant in the application of the servant leadership style. Another feature of ethical leadership is 

broad approach that is statistically significant in the application of the servant and the transformational leadership styles. The feature of values of 

ethical leadership is moderately statistically expressed in the application of the servant, the transformational, and the transactional leadership styles. 

And the feature of justice of ethical leadership was statistically moderately expressed only in the application of the servant leadership style. The 

general assessment has shown that ethical leadership is statistically more significantly expressed in a combination of the servant and the 

transformational leadership styles. It allowed us to confirm the hypothesis that if managers are characterised by ethical leadership, they lead using 

the servant leadership style. 
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