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The Impact of Responsible Leadership on Subordinate Whistle-blowing Intention and Unethical Behavior
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(1. School of Economics and Business Administration, Central China Normal University,
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Abstract :In the recent years,a series of business scandals have attracted great attention in unethical behavior
in organizations. As those behaviors are harmful to companies and the whole society, it becomes a topic of great sig-
nificance to reduce and even eliminate those behaviors. Previous research has indicated that leadership is tightly re-
lated to employee ethical decision because leaders often play key model roles for their employees. However, among
these studies,scholars have only paid attention to the traditional leadership (e. g. , ethical leadership, transforma-
tional leadership) that emphasized its function in the relationship between leaders and subordinates. Actually ,facing
to the social, ethical , and environmental challenges in the current world, leaders should broaden their views from
leader-subordinate relationship to leader-stakeholder relationships in order to maintain organizational long-term de-
velopment. Responsible leadership,a new leadership concept, just meets the requirement.

According to the definition, responsible leadership focuses on the interests of stakeholders and corporate social
responsibility. As responsible leadership emphasizes the social morality, it is reasonable that responsible leadership
influences subordinate ethical decisions. However, we have still known less about their direct relationship and
process. To fill the gap,the present research pays attention to two typical variables in ethical decisions; whistle-blo-
wing intention and unethical behavior. We attempt to establish a moderated-mediation model and use both the social
learning and social exchange theory to explain and examine: (1) the direct relationship between responsible leader-
ship and employee whistle-blowing intention and unethical behavior, (2) the mediating role of felt obligations in the
above relationship,and (3) the boundary condition of long-term orientation.

Date was collected from 210 matched Chinese leader-subordinate through two-wave survey. At time 1, subordi-
nates reported leaders’ responsible leadership. At time 2 (4 weeks later) , subordinates reported their own felt obli-
gations , whistle-blowing, and long-term orientation, and leaders reported the unethical behaviors of their subordi-
nates. Regression results showed that responsible leadership increased employee whistle-blowing intention and re-
duced unethical behavior. The relationships between responsible leadership and whistle-blowing intention and uneth-
ical behavior were mediated by employee felt obligations. Moreover, it was found that long-term orientation positively
moderated the relationship between responsible leadership and employee felt obligations. Specifically , comparing to
low long-term orientation employees , responsible leadership led to higher felt obligation for those with high long-term
orientation. Further, the results from Edwards & Lambert (2007 )’ moderated-mediation procedure indicated that
long-term orientation positively moderated the mediating effect of felt obligations on the relationships between re-
sponsible leadership and whistle-blowing intention and unethical behavior. For those with high long-term orienta-
tion , the mediating effects of felt obligations were stronger.

The present research focused on how leadership transfers responsibility to subordinates through examining the
relationships between responsible leadership and employee whistle-blowing intention and unethical behavior. There
are the following three theoretical contributions: first, we empirically examined the direct relationships between re-
sponsible leadership and employee ethical decisions ( whistle-blowing intention and unethical behavior). As we
know,less research has empirically tested the ethical outcomes of responsible leadership although there are obvious
logical relationships among them. Second ,we contributed to previous research through opening the black box of re-
sponsible leadership function and examining the mediating role of felt obligations. The result further confirmed that
felt obligations play an important role in explaining the formation of ethical decisions. Finally, we found that there
are individual differences in the effect of responsible leadership. As an important cultural value,long-term orienta-
tion can match responsible leadership well as both of them emphasize the future outcomes and long-term develop-
ment.

Key Words : responsible leadership; whistle-blowing intention ; unethical behavior; felt obligations; long-term
orientation
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