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Abstract 

This research aims to determine the influence of Ethical Leadership (EL) on Organizational Ethical 

Climate (EC) and examines the moderating effect of Dark Triad (DT) personality traits in leaders. EL 

promotes an optimal EC by instilling virtues such as fairness, integrity, and other concerns. However, 

Dark Triad leaders can undermine this effect by engaging in self-serving conduct and moral 

disengagement, thereby weakening the EC. The research examines how leaders who appear to be 

active in ethical actions build ethical capital (EC) but often have selfish and inconsistent motives. The 

research proposes to utilize quantitative studies, including cross-sectional surveys, to examine the 

moderating effect of Dark Triad traits on the relationship between emotional closeness (EC) and 

emotional labor (EL). This research would contribute to learning and social exchange theories by 

shedding light on how Dark Triad leaders hurt the relationship between EL and EC. It would affirm 

that leaders must have consistency and authenticity in their ethical behavior to produce a positive 

EC. Furthermore, it would also provide recommendations for lessening the moderating effects of 

Dark Triad traits to maximize the relationship between EL and organizational EC. 

Keywords: dark triad; ethical leadership; ethical climate 

 

1. Introduction 

The interaction between Ethical Leadership (EL) and Ethical Climate (EC) is a central area of 

research in organizational behavior, particularly in understanding how employees perceive and 

adhere to ethical norms (Kuenzi et al., 2020). EL contributes to establishing and sustaining an EC, 

which is defined by shared knowledge of organizational procedures and practices infused with 

ethical values (Dey et al., 2022). Ethical leaders translate ethical values and conduct expectations 

using “social learning and social exchange theories,” which contribute to the emergence of 

employees’ shared perceptions as an ethical culture (EC). Ayodele et al. (2019) noted that this EC 

mediates ethical behavior and emotional labor (EL). EL indirectly impacts employee behavior by 

building an EC (Ayodele et al., 2019). 

Leaders’ Dark Triad (LDT) traits, for example, narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, 

however, interrupt the EC as leaders’ self-interested behaviors give priority to their interests. For 

example, Chandler et al. (2021) noted that Machiavellian managers utilize their strategic insight and 

intelligence to appear visionary and ethical. However, in reality, they adopt manipulative approaches 

to maintain dominance and power (Chandler et al., 2021). 

According to previous research, effective leadership has a positive impact on EC (Peng et al., 

2021). However, the impact of the LDT characteristics, which promote self-interest over ethical acts 
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in an ethical climate, is undermined. Organizations must understand the impact of LDT traits on their 

organizational effectiveness (EC). It would help them prevent leaders’ unethical acts, enhance 

accountability systems, and build defenses against manipulative leadership actions for 

organizational sustainability. Therefore, this research is being performed to accomplish the below-

given objectives: 

RO1: To propose the direct relationship between EL and EC. 

RO2: To propose the moderating role of LDT between EL and EC. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Ethical Leadership 

EL supports deep respect for other people’s ethical beliefs, values, rights, and dignity. It involves 

leaders setting examples and promoting normatively proper behavior through interpersonal 

relationships and workplace actions (Guo et al., 2023). Ethical leaders embody principles such as 

honesty, integrity, fairness, trust, transparency, and respect, thereby encouraging similar behavior in 

their followers. They value getting things right, fair, and just, balancing stakeholders’ interests and 

the organization’s profitability (Ughulu, 2024). 

Furthermore, Lapatoura (2025) noted that such leaders are centered on principles and moral 

values in their actions and decision-making. Their acts and conduct create confidence and trust 

among their followers (Lapatoura, 2025). It is not merely about individual behavior but also about 

fostering an ethical organizational culture. Leaders empower others to lead them, thereby 

establishing a platform where ethical decisions are encouraged, and unethical conduct is 

discouraged. They build followers by exemplifying ethical behavior and rewarding proper conduct, 

shaping the organizational EC (Kuenzi et al., 2020). 

EL is a more recent value-based leadership model that describes leaders showing and 

articulating normatively effective conduct to followers through their activities and interactions. 

Mastracci (2019) contended that EL consists of three key ingredients: functioning as an ethical role 

model, treating others equally, and conscientiously practicing ethics (Mastracci, 2019). Northouse 

(2025) identified respect, service-mindedness, fairness, honesty, and community building as essential 

competencies of ethical leaders. These include the significance of empathy, altruism, transparency, 

and working for the common good (Northouse, 2025). Furthermore, as Sharma et al. (2019) note, 

organizations can promote ethical leadership (EL) by adopting ethical decision-making models and 

providing leaders with tools to manage dilemmas effectively. These include ethical decision matrices, 

scenario planning, and stakeholder analysis, enabling leaders to make well-informed and ethically 

sound decisions in challenging situations (Sharma et al., 2019). 

2.2. Leader Dark Triad 

At some point or another, one will likely encounter someone in professional or personal life who 

can best be characterized as a conniving cheat, an arrogant braggart, or a callous hedonist. These 

terms describe the cardinal features comprising the personality traits known as the DT 

“Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy.” Over the past 15 years, researchers have 

increasingly focused on examining “dark behaviors” and “dark traits,” particularly as they manifest 

in organizational contexts (Pina e Cunha et al., 2024). DT personality traits comprise a cluster of 

negative traits that have the potential to impact leadership relationships and organizational culture 

significantly. These are linked to a callous, manipulative interpersonal style and adverse 

consequences in both private and public settings (Wallace & Buil, 2025). 

Machiavellianism: Machiavellianism, as defined by Christie & Geis (1970), is a social tactic aimed 

at manipulating others to gain personal advantage, as measured through the MACH-IV 

questionnaire. It is characterized by distrust, amoral manipulation, and a desire for status and control 

(Ceroni & Yalch, 2024; Christie & Geis, 2013). Sanchez-Rabaza et al. (2023) define Machiavellians as 

individuals who are master manipulators, goal-oriented, frequently lacking empathy, and possessing 
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a distorted sense of morality (Sanchez-Rabaza et al., 2023). Regardless of definition differences, the 

core of Machiavellianism lies in manipulation, frequently assessed as a composite trait in work 

settings. The strategic manipulation of others can characterize Machiavellian tendencies, which aim 

to achieve personal agendas at the expense of organizational ethics and trust (Blötner & Bergold, 

2022). 

Narcissism: Narcissism has been researched from many areas of psychology, with many models 

including fundamental traits like feelings of superiority, excessive attention needs, exploitative 

actions, and low empathy. Narcissistic leaders tend to prioritize their interests and utilize their 

charisma to manipulate others, thereby establishing a culture of self-aggrandizement rather than the 

common good (Tiwari & Jha, 2022). Although, at times, narcissism may promote ambition and 

creativity, it can also lead to exploitative actions and poor decision-making (Wirtz & Rigotti, 2020). 

The most common measurement instrument for evaluating narcissism is the Narcissistic Personality 

Inventory (NPI), which is likely to assess “narcissistic grandiosity” behaviors like exploitation, envy, 

aggression, and exhibitionism. Whereas specific models propose several dimensions of narcissism, 

such as “narcissistic vulnerability” (helplessness and low self-esteem), organizational research tends 

to concentrate on grandiosity using one-dimensional scales based on the NPI (Choudhary & Kumari, 

2024; Prifitera & Ryan, 1984). 

Psychopathy: Psychopathy, the darkest element of the DT, is defined by behaviors such as 

manipulation, lack of empathy, impulsivity, and antisocial behavior. Psychopathic leaders may 

pursue leadership roles for the power and control they wield rather than for the sake of authentic 

leadership or service (Vergauwe et al., 2021). Psychopathic leaders can pursue positions of leadership 

for the power and authority they provide instead of for actual leadership or service. Their lack of self-

control can lead them to make impulsive choices that harm the organization, and their absence of 

remorse reduces their likelihood of reflecting on the moral consequences of their actions (Boddy et 

al., 2020). According to Malan (2024), Cleckley and Hare’s research has led to the development of 

commonly employed models, such as Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist, which focuses on these 

characteristics (Hare, 1986; Malan, 2024). Later models, however, like Williams et al.’s (2007) four-

dimensional model, divide psychopathy into interpersonal manipulation, callous affect, erratic 

lifestyle, and criminality (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2023). 

2.3. Ethical Climate 

The EC establishes standards of proper behavior and provides mechanisms for resolving ethical 

issues within organizations. Thus, it is of critical importance in organizational life. It is based on 

implicit and explicit expectations about policies, which, in turn, shape expectations of ethical conduct 

(Teresi et al., 2019). EC gives “the context within which ethical action and decision-making occurs.” 

EC, therefore, oversees norms of behavior that enable individuals to understand what is acceptable 

and not punishable within organizations (Sookdawoor & Grobler, 2022). EC reflects organizational 

core values internally and externally, promotes sympathy and commitment to the organization, and 

manages nonconformity. Given its centrality, scholars have found that the influence of EC extends to 

an individual’s feelings, perceptions, and actions. According to previous research papers, EC has 

significantly impacted employees’ ethical behavior (Al Halbusi, Williams, et al., 2021; Danilwan & 

Dirhamsyah, 2022; Teresi et al., 2019). 

Al Halbusi et al. (2021) stated that an organization’s ethical culture has a significant impact on 

employees’ ethical behavior. According to research, when an organization’s employee culture (EC) 

is strong, employees tend to deliver high-quality service and behave according to organizational 

values (Al Halbusi, Williams et al., 2021). Existing studies have examined the influence of EC and EL. 

EL is central to creating this climate because leaders establish integrity, fairness, and transparency 

and strengthen ethical norms through social learning and exchange processes (Al Halbusi, Ruiz-

Palomino et al., 2021; Mishra & Tikoria, 2021; Sookdawoor & Grobler, 2022). For example, managers 

who focus on ethical conduct cultivate environments where workers view ethical expectations as 

unconditional, thereby minimizing deviance and strengthening accountability. 
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The EC interacts with organizational structures, most notably through Human Resource 

Management (HRM) practices, such as ethics training and open evaluation, to align employee 

conduct with ethical standards. Organizations that instill ethical codes into their day-to-day 

operations experience a more substantial influence on their climate by minimizing moral ambiguity 

(Al Halbusi et al., 2024). Challenges arise when LDT characteristics (narcissism, Machiavellianism, 

psychopathy), as they can manipulate climate perceptions to serve self-interest (Al Halbusi, Ruiz-

Palomino, et al., 2021). This highlights the weakness of the EC in responding to contradictory 

leadership and underscores the necessity for systemic protections, such as independent monitoring. 

The current research investigated how EL creates EC via social learning and procedural justice 

processes. Nonetheless, there is a literature gap in understanding how leaders with DT disrupt the 

influence of EL on EC for their self-interest. Determining the impact of Leaders’ Dark Triad traits on 

the EL and EC relationship would help design strategies to overcome these traits and create a positive 

EC. Therefore, this research is conducted to determine the effect of EL on EC through the moderating 

effect of the LDT. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

EL, in which leaders demonstrate ethical conduct and encourage moral norms, creates an 

organization’s EC (Guo et al., 2023). However, this impact can be moderated by LDT, which can 

undermine or warp the EC. These characteristics can lead to inconsistencies between ethical policies 

and actual practices, ultimately affecting the overall integrity of the organization. 

3.1. Ethical Leadership and Ethical Climate 
Transformational leadership theory, which focuses on the leader’s ability to inspire and motivate 

followers to achieve higher moral and ethical standards, can help explain EL (Hilton et al., 2024). Like 

transformational leaders, ethical leaders set an example and establish a robust ethical tone within the 

organization, establishing a culture in which ethical decision-making is the standard. Such leaders 

are renowned for facilitating positive organizational, group, and individual change (Peng et al., 2021). 

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) can also describe the relationship between early learning (EL) 

and early childhood education (EC). Workers observe and imitate their leaders’ actions; therefore, 

when their leaders demonstrate ethical behavior, it becomes simple for them to do the same. EL 

provides an environment where ethical conduct is noticed and valued, sustaining an EC (Koutroubas 

& Galanakis, 2022). 

Current research has demonstrated the connection between EL and EC. Al Halbusi, Williams, et 

al. (2021) studied the link between EL and EC and mentioned that ethical leaders create climates that 

promote ethical behavior and discourage unethical behavior, hence creating organizational norms 

and influencing worker behavior (Al Halbusi, Williams, et al., 2021). Yasin (2021) examined the 

mediating role of EC and corporate reputation in the relationship between responsible leadership 

and employee turnover in the Pakistani banking industry. The finding indicates that responsible 

leadership has a positive impact on the EC, thereby strengthening corporate reputation (Yasin, 2021). 

Additionally, Enwereuzor et al. (2020) confirmed the function of the perceived leader in enhancing 

the link between EL and EC among teachers. The research revealed that the integrity of leaders 

enhances the positive impact of EL on the EC, underscoring the importance of selecting leaders with 

strong moral values to foster a favorable organizational climate (Enwereuzor et al., 2020). Based on 

the above studies, this research is also performed to determine the following proposition: 

Proposition 1. EL has a significant influence on the EC. 

3.2. Leader Dark Triad as a Moderator Between Ethical Leadership and Ethical Climate 

DT are personality traits that can prevent the beneficial influence of EL on the EC. Leaders with 

these traits tend to exhibit self-serving tendencies, manipulation, and a disregard for ethics, thereby 
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destabilizing the EC they aim to establish (Rizvi & Siddiqui, 2023). These characteristics can serve as 

moderators in the relationship between EC and EL, potentially distorting or diluting the influence of 

EL. The LDT, which moderates the roles of EL and the EC, can be understood through the lens of 

paradox, upper echelon, and toxic triangle theories. 

Paradox theory suggests that Dark Triad leaders may engage in paradoxical acts by appearing 

virtuous while secretly undermining virtues (Pearce et al., 2019). According to Palmer et al. (2020), 

the Upper Echelon Theory posits that leaders’ characteristics, including DT inclinations, drive 

organizational performance by influencing strategy and cultural norms (Palmer et al., 2020). In 

addition, the toxic triangle concept further explains how LDT can create a toxic organizational culture 

through the abuse of power and the manipulation of EC for personal gain (Magwenzi, 2018). These 

theories suggest that the presence of the ethical DT negatively influences the EC. 

Pelster & Schaltegger (2022) examined the impact of DT personality traits on the corporate 

sustainability values of middle managers. Using a survey of 204 professionals, the research 

discovered that managers with stronger DT inclinations have less concern for environmental and 

social responsibility (Pelster & Schaltegger, 2022). Similarly, Chughtai et al. (2020) investigated how 

incivility at work mediates the impact of DT and counterproductive work behavior in a government 

agency, as well as the ways in which Islamic work values can moderate this impact. Through this 

research, it has been found that Islamic work values as an EC factor limit the destructive effect of DT 

on work conduct (Chughtai et al., 2020). This shows the destructive impact of the LDT on the 

organization’s climate; none of the previous research shows how LDT moderates the relationship 

between EL and EC. Thus, the current research is performed for the following proposition: 

Proposition 2. LDT as a moderator between EL and EC 

3.3. Figure 1 

Conceptual Diagram 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Diagram 

Note: Therefore, the conceptual framework is designed to determine the following Propositions: 

P (1): EL has a direct positive influence on the EC. 

P (2): LDT moderates the relationship between EL and EC. 

The description of the current conceptual model determines the significant relationships 

between Ethical Leadership (EL), Ethical Climate (EC). It develops efficiency with the moderating 

role of Leaders’ Dark Triad Traits (LDT) (Teresi et al., 2019). Therefore, it seems important to develop 
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efficiency in the framework while appearing as simplistic. Ethical climate seems within the 

organizations as describing the critical interplay of different emerging factors beyond leadership 

traits in the separate manner. For example, Sookdawoor & Grobler (2022) stated that the 

organizational culture is considered effective for defining the mediating role and considering 

effectiveness in the ethical values. It seems in promoting the activities by leaders that are internalized 

and managed for the fulfilment of the shared norms and behaviors. Sharma et al. (2019) elaborated 

that the leaders are influenced by the culture using definite and embedding ethical principles like use 

of the transparency, fairness, and accountability measures for the consideration of the organizational 

routines that are allocated to turn solidify to measure the ethical climate. 

The incorporation of the organizational culture to the model seems in providing the definite 

nuance for the understanding of the changing in ethical leadership that impacts directly on the ethical 

climate in the given time (Sanchez-Rabaza et al., 2023). Additionally, there are differences in the 

individual management to develop efficiency with the employees’ moral and identity. It allows the 

degree to manage the morality as definite concept and impact directly on the relationship. Rizvi and 

Siddiqui (2023) illustrated that the employees are offered with the stronger management of the moral 

identity that is likely to manage uphold processes of the ethical standards and resistant towards 

reduction in the negative influences from the leaders describing the Dark Triad traits such as 

manipulation and emergence of selfishness. 

There is a moral identity to develop efficiency in the buffering factor, allocation of the 

moderating system of the LDT, and undermining of the ethical climate. There are some definite 

resources of the individual-level for the moderators to help in the capturing of the diversity based on 

the employee responses towards leadership behaviors and enriching the explanatory power based 

on the model (Pina e Cunha et al., 2024). There is a dynamic and reciprocal nature based on the 

relationship between ethical leadership and measures for the ethical climate. There are some one-

way influence measuring to the ethical climate, and reinforcement to constrain leaders’ behaviors 

while applying the mechanisms like differences in the social accountability and emergence of the 

peer pressure. Peng et al. (2021) declared that the organizations offers stronger ethical climate where 

the leaders are offered with the compelled system and maintenance with higher ethical standards. It 

seems in creating a definite loop for the feedback that sustains efficiency in the ethical leadership 

practices (Pelster & Schaltegger, 2022). There are some definite recognition for the management of 

the bidirectional influence and acknowledging the evolving nature based on the ethics within 

organizations and prevention of the oversimplification distribution of the concerned pathways 

(Pearce et al., 2019). 

Additionally, some of the external contextual factors are applied like changes in the industry 

regulations, societal expectations, and justice to the organizational perceptions that are used for 

shaping the efficiency in the ethical leadership and translation of the management to the ethical 

climate. For example, the implication of the stringent regulatory environments determines efficiency 

to the positive effects based on the ethical leadership and makes increasing aspects to the 

transparency and overall accountability (Palmer et al., 2022). There is a less regulated contexts where 

the leaders with Dark Triad traits are considered erode for the ethical norms. Similarly, the employees 

perceive definite fairness and justice in the management of the organizational processes. According 

to Northouse (2025), the leaders are likely to embrace efficiency with the ethical values that are 

promoted by leaders, reinforcing the ethical climate, and management of the potential negative 

influences that are emerged using different leadership traits. 

Therefore, the assumptions are associated with the learning of ethical leadership directly and 

implicating the positively influences of the ethical climate. It develops efficiency with the system of 

the complex mechanisms using definite ethical values for the process of operationalized system 

(Nilsson & Kazemi, 2023). Therefore, the conceptual framework is presented to determine the 

changes in the ethical leadership as describing the role modeling, use of the reinforcement policies 

like rewards and appraisals, and management of the moral reasoning frameworks such as ethics 

training session. The leaders with Dark Triad are characterized may disrupt the processes by 
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prioritizing self-interest and undermining of the institutionalized system of the ethical practices 

(Sanchez-Rabaza et al., 2023). There are some weakening in the ethical climate. It determines the 

elaboration on these definite pathways where the model to make better capturing of the ethical values 

are internalized system in the organizations (Sookdawoor & Grobler, 2022). The role of 

communication and trust allows the mechanisms for influencing the relationship between ethical 

leadership and management of the ethical climate. Ethical leaders enhance the open and transparent 

communication channels that allows building of the trust within the employees and encouragement 

to the ethical behavior. Sharma et al. (2019) presented that trust identifies the social lubricant for 

facilitating the cooperation, reduction in the opportunistic behaviors, and strengthening the collective 

commitment for managing ethical policies and standards. 

4. Conclusions 

LDT characteristics complicate the relationship between EC and EL. These characteristics negate 

the beneficial effect of EL since they encourage self-serving actions and moral disengagement, which 

negatively impact EC. These qualities can potentially counteract the positive effects of EL by 

encouraging self-serving actions and moral disengagement, which can cause a breakdown in the EC. 

These trait leaders can display ethical conduct externally; however, they usually engage in actions 

that serve their agendas, causing inconsistency that leaves employees confused about what behavior 

is reinforced. This emphasizes the need to research how DT of Leaders moderate the relationship 

between EL and EC. 

Determining this relationship would provide input to learning and social exchange theories by 

highlighting how LDT disrupt the fit between EC and EL even when attempting to become ethical 

behavior role models. This research would confirm that leaders should have consistency and 

authenticity in their ethical conduct to create a positive EC. It would also provide recommendations 

to minimize the moderating impact of LDT to strengthen the relationship between EL and EC. 

Moreover, the research recommends using a cross-section quantitative approach to validate these 

research Propositions. Future implications of this research include devising leadership measurement 

instruments to detect adverse impacts of DT dimensions in leaders and designing leadership training 

programs to support leader authenticity. 

However, it has seen that the leaders are exhibiting Dark Triad traits to engage in the unlawful 

and manipulative communication system which develops trust and creates efficiency in the climate 

of suspicion and definite fear. The breakdown in trust determines the impairment in the development 

of a positive ethical management within the climate that is associated with the formal ethical policies 

or definition of the codes of conduct. Therefore, the integration of the communication in the quality 

and trust as defining the mediating factors are helpful for providing the valuable insights for the 

ethical leadership to gain cultivation of the ethical standards in the organizational climate within the 

presence of leaders as defining the dark personality traits. 
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