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Abstract: Our study aims to analyze the relationship between ethical leadership and affective
commitment, introducing a model mediated by ethical climate and moderated by psychological
empowerment to enhance understanding of the underlying mechanisms involved in these
relationships. The sample consisted of 175 women and 273 men from the Colombian electrical sector.
The model was analyzed using structural equation modeling. The results show that ethical leadership
is positively related to affective commitment, and ethical climate is a mediating factor that justifies
this relationship. Furthermore, psychological empowerment acts as a moderating variable between
ethical leadership, ethical climate, and affective commitment. Specifically, the positive effect of ethical
leadership on ethical climate increases as the perception of psychological empowerment strengthens.
The positive relationship between ethical climate and affective commitment increases when
psychological empowerment is medium or high. Additionally, as psychological empowerment
progresses, the positive relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment increases.
Consequently, organizations in the Colombian electrical sector should implement measures that
support the management of ethical leadership as it influences the perception of ethical climate,
psychological empowerment, and affective commitment. Lastly, it is crucial to contrast the proposed
model through cross-cultural research lines.

Keywords: ethical climate; ethical leadership; affective commitment; psychological empowerment;
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1. Introduction

Ethical behavior has been a subject of debate and concern over the years [1]. In fact, there is still
a global trend aiming to establish a concrete relationship between organization, ethics, and outcomes
[2]. In this sense, various studies have focused on leadership and ethical climates as critical
antecedents that directly influence organizational outcomes [3-7].

Ethical leadership refers to the demonstration of high moral standards, aligned with universally
accepted rules, visible through personal and interpersonal actions [8]. Previous research has shown
that the ethical leader is a role model that directly impacts the moral behavior of employees and the
climate surrounding them [9-11]. Therefore, the role of the ethical leader is key when a business
sector aims to build an ethical climate that seeks to establish an optimal fit between person and
organization [12]. Ethical climate is defined as the shared perceptions that employees have of what is
correct behavior and how ethical issues should be managed [13]. When employees perceive that the
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ethical climate impacts institutional policies and optimizes work-related processes, they improve
their attitude and commitment to organizational goals [2].

Indeed, the ethical climate not only serves as a lens through which workers analyze and assess
situations, but it also represents an opportunity for the organization and its leaders to make decisions
that favor common interests and show significant concern for others [14]. In this sense, a caring and
supportive climate focused on employee welfare generates attraction and positive feelings towards
the task, which translates into high affective commitment [2,15]. Affective commitment is an
employee’s response to positive experiences with the organization and is reflected through a strong
sense of belonging, acceptance of organizational goals and values, and a strong emotional bond
[16,17].

Various studies focused on ethical leadership have demonstrated its relationship with ethical
climates. For example, Al Halbusi et al. [3] and Lu and Lin [18] consider that the ethical leader has a
strong impact on employee moral behavior through the mediating effect of the ethical climate,
defending that ethical leaders are key elements in shaping the moral framework of the organization
and promoting positive employee behavior that benefits others.

However, few studies have analyzed in depth the effect of leadership and ethical climates on
employees’ psychological state and specifically on affective commitment. For instance, Demirtas &
Akdogan [2] propose that the behavior of the ethical leader favors individual development by
strengthening their affective commitment both directly and indirectly. The indirect effect of ethical
leadership involves shaping perceptions of the ethical climate, which in turn generates greater
affective commitment. Loi et al. [19] establish a relationship between ethical leadership and affective
commitment through the mediating effect of perceived organizational support (POS). On the other
hand, Asif et al. [20] and Negis Isik [21] suggest that affective commitment is a useful mediating
mechanism to explain the relationship between ethical leadership, creativity, and job satisfaction,
respectively. Finally, Huang et al. [22] and Kaur [23] consider that a supportive ethical climate is
related to higher job satisfaction and leads to strong affective commitment.

Due to the limited number of studies that have addressed this topic, it is vital to analyze the
effect of ethical leadership on affective commitment through the mediating effect of a caring and
supportive ethical climate. On this note, although ethical leadership may be positively related to
affective commitment through the ethical climate, it is likely that some circumstances or factors may
moderate the mediating process between ethical leadership, ethical climate, and affective
commitment, intensifying these relationships. Previous studies have shown that affective
commitment is higher in people who feel supported by their leader when making a decision [24]. For
this reason, psychological empowerment may be a potential moderator of the mediating process in
this research since the empowered employee has a greater sense of influence, more autonomy, and a
higher perception of competence, which can enhance the link between ethical leadership, ethical
climate, and affective commitment. Psychological empowerment can be defined as a motivating
element that highlights the perceptions of the empowered follower and plays a significant role in the
employee’s work behavior [25].

In this line of thought, the study by Qing et al. [26] demonstrates that ethical leadership affects
employees’ attitudes and specifically their affective commitment through psychological
empowerment as a mediating mechanism. In this regard, Kim & Vandenberghe [27] indicate that the
positive relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment is expanded when
psychological empowerment acts as a moderating element. On the other hand, Akkog et al. [28] and
Liu et al. [29] suggest that an ethical climate facilitates psychological empowerment. Indeed, a climate
focused on people’s well-being buffers unethical behavior and increases employee self-confidence
and safety. In addition, psychological empowerment represents strong organizational support for
professional self-management, to which the employee responds with strong affective commitment
[30-32].

Therefore, the general objective of this research is to clarify the relationship between ethical
leadership and affective commitment, introducing a model mediated by the ethical climate and
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moderated by psychological empowerment, to enhance the understanding of the underlying
mechanisms that intervene in these relationships within the Colombian electrical sector, which has a
significant environmental impact in the country.

1.1. Study Contextualization

The electrical industry in Colombia plays a crucial role in national sustainability through the
diversification of the energy matrix, the optimization of energy efficiency, and the reduction of
emissions. The optimization of energy resource use remains a pending issue for the Colombian
electrical sector due to the considerable inequality present in the country. In addition, the Colombian
electrical sector needs to continue building a robust reputation after decades in which its
administrative transparency has been questioned. Colombia is immersed in an energy transition
process that is vital for increasing the electrical supply throughout the country. Indeed, the delay that
has been experienced in new projects could hinder a stable electricity supply starting in 2026. On the
other hand, the Colombian electrical sector has been affected by the complications suffered by the
country’s economy since 2022. The change of government in the country has directly conditioned the
electrical sector due to a lack of liquidity and delays in subsidy payments from the national
government.

In 2015, the Colombian electrical sector made a commitment to transparency in an attempt to
create and implement a comprehensive anti-corruption program, based on ethical principles, in order
to combat bribery and improve its financial and legal image internationally. From a transparent
management perspective, organizational reputation has become fundamental. Therefore, the
Colombian electrical sector is intentionally seeking to strengthen the ethics of its employees through
a leadership style and ethical climates that prioritize social interests over individual ones. As such,
the Colombian electrical sector is unaware of the effect of a complex and changing environment on
its employees’ commitment, or how psychological empowerment can act as a theoretically beneficial
mechanism that helps improve all its internal and external processes.

1.2. Ethical Leadership and Affective Commitment

The leader, as the organizational spokesperson, directly influences the behavior of the followers.
Therefore, their behavior will be interpreted as part of the policies that the organization wants to
convey. In this sense, if the follower establishes an emotional connection with the leader, they will
also establish it with the organization [33]. The ethical leader adopts a series of daily behaviors that
accentuate their emotional side. For example, they care about the interests of the employees, listen to
their concerns, and provide constant feedback [34]. This attitude suggests that between the ethical
leader and the follower, a relationship of trust is established that is valuable enough to improve the
employee’s affective commitment. Indeed, trust in the leader and affective commitment are aspects
that are closely related [35].

In addition, ethical leaders focus on organizational sustainability [36]. When making decisions,
ethical leaders prioritize actions that are supported by norms, thus ensuring the organization’s long-
term growth. This context of security increases the follower’s affective commitment by making them
feel that their future in the organization is guaranteed [37]. In this regard, Ilyas et al. [38] argue that
ethical leadership improves affective commitment, especially in individuals with low work self-
efficacy. This indicates that the ethical leader, being considered open, reliable, and honest, allows the
follower, regardless of their skill level, to have no doubts about their job position, even if their
performance is not optimal [9]. In reality, the ethical leader relies on social exchange rather than
economic exchange. This type of exchange refers to reciprocal care relationships that are sustained
through affection and trust, which improves the loyalty and affective commitment of employees
[39,40]. Based on the previously described contributions, we proposed the following hypothesis: H1
Ethical leadership and affective commitment are positively correlated.
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1.3. The Mediating Role of Ethical Climate

The ethical behavior of the leader is an essential requirement for building an ethical
organization. Therefore, the ethical leader must assume a central role in the development and
sustainability of ethical climates [2]. In this sense, the sociocultural environment, the institutional
structure, and the particular direction of each entity are the factors that determine the type of
dominant ethical climate within an organization [41].

The ethical leader, through their two main facets, moral person and moral manager, plays a
determining role in the creation of the ethical climate [42]. The ethical leader possesses multiple
positive personal characteristics that influence the follower and how they actively manage their
ethical behavior. For example, the ethical leader is integrous, fair, reliable, cares about others, and
rewards or punishes the follower’s actions, which make them a convincing interpretive filter of
organizational policies and processes [43]. In this study, we refer to social learning theory [44—46] to
explain the influence of ethical leadership on ethical climates. Social learning theory maintains that
people learn forms of behavior through a role imitation process by observing the behaviors of others.
This theory suggests that people pay more attention to behavior patterns that are striking and
convincing [47].

Social learning theory allows the individual to learn forms of social behavior through direct and
indirect observation of the people around them. In this context, employees receive precise indications
from the ethical leader about what is expected of them and what is considered ethically correct. In
addition, ethical leaders prepare their followers to avoid the pressure from achieving organizational
goals which arise from transforming their ethical principles [12]. Indeed, Grojean et al. [48] affirm
that the factor that most intensely influences an organization’s climate is the daily behavior of the
leaders who direct it. In this regard, Schminke et al. [49] suggest that the relationship between
leadership and ethical climates is stronger when leaders are able to translate their moral arguments
into ethical actions. Under such circumstances, if leaders and followers have similar moral
development, the climate surrounding them is supportive and caring. Therefore, ethical leadership
has a significant influence on the formation of an ethical climate [2,3,6,12,15,18,42,50,51].

On the other hand, a supportive ethical climate focuses on benevolence and care for others. This
atmosphere of interest in other people facilitates the individual’s desire to remain in the organization
and have a strong emotional connection with it. Therefore, the ethical climate may be closely related
to affective commitment [22,52]. Affective commitment is characterized by the acceptance of the
organization’s goals and values, which translates into better performance, a proactive attitude, and a
greater sense of belonging [53,54]. According to Demirtas and Akdogan [2], affective commitment is
related to the environment and organizational structure. Therefore, an ethical climate that, in addition
to offering clear standards and procedures for managing an ethical dilemma, provides security, fair
treatment, and a strong perception of support is more than likely to increase affective commitment.
Based on the previous explanation, we proposed the following hypothesis: H2 The ethical climate
acts as a mediating variable in the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment.

1.4. The Moderating Role of Psychological Empowerment
The Moderating Role of Psychological Empowerment

Ethical leaders have a significant impact on the ethical behavior of followers. In addition, ethical
leaders are decisive elements in the development of the ethical climate. The ethical leader not only
promotes equality among their followers but also shows deep respect for the characteristics of others
and intentionally seeks relationships based on mutual support. Likewise, the ethical leader shares
information with followers and expresses their feelings transparently and honestly [9,11]. Because
ethical leaders strive to make fair decisions and create a positive work environment, where the
emotional state of the follower is valued, it is easy to think that processes of psychological
empowerment are established between leader and follower [24].
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Psychological empowerment acts as a motivational tool that positively influences employee
behavior [55]; since psychological empowerment creates an optimal emotional state because the
employee feels that they have control over their work and are in better conditions to demonstrate
their skills and abilities. This psychological atmosphere encourages the follower to identify with the
work climate surrounding them [56-58]. Studies such as those by Dehghani-Tafti et al. [59] suggest
that as psychological empowerment increases, employee work involvement improves, work
discouragement is reduced, and communication between team members is strengthened. Therefore,
the positive relationship between ethical leadership and ethical climate can be reinforced through the
psychological empowerment of followers [59]. Psychological empowerment reflects the conviction
that an employee has about their ability to influence a work environment when they experience
harmony between their principles and those of the organization they belong to. Under the guidance
of the ethical leader, greater psychological empowerment not only promotes corporate social
responsibility but also friendly relationships that are critical elements of an ethical climate focused
on solidarity and benevolence [60,61]. Based on these arguments, we proposed the following
hypothesis: H3a. Psychological empowerment will moderate the positive relationship between
ethical leadership and ethical climate. As the employee feels more psychologically empowered, the
positive relationship between ethical leadership and ethical climate will be stronger.

Moreover, the ethical climate has received significant attention in the literature as a factor that
is highly likely to positively influence organizational commitment and specifically affective
commitment [2,14,16,22,52]. An ethical climate builds an environment of trust and security within
organizations. This context of protection promotes initiative and psychological empowerment of
employees by considering them relevant components of emotional health [62].

Spreitzer [25] defines psychological empowerment as an individual experience associated with
motivation that enhances work efficiency and control through four dimensions: meaning,
competence, self-determination, and impact. Meaning refers to the employee feeling important and
competent enough to perform their work activities. Competence refers to possessing the skills to
successfully carry out work tasks. Self-determination alludes to the motivation of people to take on
work responsibilities through their own initiative. And impact refers to the employee’s ability to
achieve relevant results [63].

Seibert et al. [64] suggest that psychological empowerment is one of the elements that can
enhance affective commitment, as a positive and desired employee behavior. For example, meaning
increases affective commitment since it reflects the balance between the employee’s role within the
organization and their principles. The perception of competence and impact allows the employee to
externalize their needs and convictions [55]. Consequently, employees perceive their work as
meaningful, which leads to feelings of satisfaction that increase affective commitment [30,65]. These
arguments invite us to formulate the following hypothesis: H3b. Psychological empowerment will
moderate the positive relationship between ethical climate and affective commitment. As the
employee feels more psychologically empowered, the positive relationship between ethical climate
and affective commitment will be stronger.

It is necessary to emphasize that the relationship between ethical leadership and affective
commitment through the potential effect of psychological empowerment has not received sufficient
attention from the scientific community. For example, Qing et al. [26] verify that psychological
empowerment fully mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment,
while Chao et al. [66] establish a positive relationship between ethical leadership and organizational
commitment using psychological empowerment as a mediating variable. However, to the best of our
literature review, the moderating effect of psychological empowerment has gone unnoticed in the
academic world.

Psychological empowerment intentionally seeks to decentralize decision-making power, which
involves giving lower-level employees the ability to make decisions autonomously [55]. In this
regard, the ethical leader seeks to align the organizational strategy with the development needs and
strengths of each employee. In addition, the ethical leader defends the follower’s rights, ensures
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dignity and independence in the workplace, and offers their trust, which usually results in a strong
perception of psychological empowerment [67]. When an organization and especially its leaders
emphasize the importance of employee development through proper job role adjustment, it is more
likely that the employee will respond with a higher level of commitment [32]. In fact, when employees
perceive that the leader recognizes their effort and expands their autonomy, their psychological
security and affective commitment improve [29]. Specifically, psychological empowerment makes
employees more proactive and independent, which enhances the emotional bond between employee
and organization [30]. Consequently, we proposed the following hypothesis: H3c. Psychological
empowerment will moderate the positive relationship between ethical leadership and affective
commitment. As the employee feels more psychologically empowered, the positive relationship
between ethical leadership and affective commitment will be stronger.

1.5. Presentation of the Study

This research reviewed the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment of
employees in the Colombian electrical sector. Secondly, this research verified whether the ethical
climate acted as a mediating construct of the relationship between ethical leadership and affective
commitment. Finally, this study verified whether psychological empowerment could moderate the
effect of ethical leadership on ethical climate and affective commitment, along with the independent
effect of ethical climate on affective commitment. Figure 1 represents the proposed moderated

Ethical climate
x‘?a'/' \"'2’

Ethical leadership +H Affef:ttive t
commitmen

mediation model.

+H3c

Psychological
empowerment

Figure 1. The proposed moderated mediation model.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The study is quantitative, cross-sectional, non-experimental, and correlational. A total of 448
professionals from six organizations in the Colombian Electrical Sector participated in the research.
Following the suggestions proposed by Sedgwick [68], a probabilistic cluster sampling method was
used with a 95% confidence level. This technique is particularly useful for studying specific
departments (clusters). The cities with the largest concentration of companies in the analyzed sector
were purposefully examined. The effective response rate of the questionnaire was 100% since the
participating organizations designated specific times within working hours to accommodate the
employee and ensure valid responses. We established only two selection criteria when choosing
participants: a minimum of one year of seniority and an indefinite contract. These criteria aimed to
ensure that the employee understood the work environment and that a having fixed-term contract
did not influence their responses.
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The 61% of the total sample were men (273). The average age was 37.18 (5D=10.06), with a range
of 20 to 69 years. The average number of years in work was 13.06 (5D=8.82), ranging from 1 to 38. As
for education, 100% held university studies and 57.42% held specialized master’s degrees or
doctorates. Regarding the type of contract, 100% had indefinite contracts. Lastly, 42.40% of the
participants did not have children.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Ethical Leadership

To measure ethical leadership, the 10-question scale suggested by Brown et al. [8] was used.
Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [69]. Some of the items used were “My
leader can be trusted.” Each item was measured on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree).

2.2.2. Ethical Climate

To measure ethical climate, the 11-question scale suggested by Victor & Cullen [13], divided into
three subscales, was used: (1) Friendship (3 items), (2) Group interest (4 items), and (3) Social
responsibility (4 items). Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [70]. Some of the
items used were “The most important concern is the good of all people in the company.” Each item
was measured from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

2.2.3. Psychological Empowerment

To measure psychological empowerment, the 12-question scale suggested by Spreitzer [25] was
used. It is divided into four subscales: (1) Meaning (3 items), (2) Competence (3 items), (3) Self-
determination (3 items), and (4) Impact (3 items). Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and
validity [60]. Some of the items used were “The work I do is very important to me.” Each item was
measured from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

2.2.4. Affective Commitment

To measure affective commitment, the 6-question scale suggested by Meyer et al. [71] was used.
Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [72]. Some of the items used were “I really
feel the organization’s problems as my own.” Each item was measured from 1 (strongly disagree) to
6 (strongly agree).

2.3. Procedure

The link with the Colombian Electrical Sector was established through the collective action of
ethics and transparency driven by the company XM in 2021. In reality, the objectives of this research
were established through a presentation and various suggestions.

A group of specialists, proposed by the organizations studied, validated both the questionnaire
and the scales used. The survey was translated into Spanish by a bilingual researcher using the
conventional method of back translation [73]. Two academics, specialized in the field, reviewed the
translation for consistency. An ethics committee of the University of Vic (Catalonia, Spain) approved
the research project on July 2021 (170/2021). A series of documents were sent to the participating
organizations via email to guarantee confidentiality, authorization, data protection, and possible
voluntary withdrawal of each participant. Data collection processes were conducted on separate days
[74], and each organization provided respondents with a sixty-minute time slot to ensure a significant
number of responses. The survey was answered online using Google Forms. The principal
investigator was present in all processes to briefly explain the research objectives and resolve any
doubts of the participants. Additionally, data were collected from six different organizations. Lastly,
the anonymity of participants was ensured to reduce the mistrust that respondents might experience
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when providing personal information. All these strategies sought to reduce the effects of common
method bias [74].

2.3. Data Analysis

Firstly, potential outlier data that could influence the analysis of the results were identified using
the probability identifier (p < 0.01) with the statistical software SPSS v.25. To determine the normality
of the variables, skewness and kurtosis values were defined; the different variables were below 2,
which, according to Kline [75], shows normality. Secondly, through the test of homogeneity of
variances, it was deduced that there was homoscedasticity as the p > 0.05.

Thirdly, multiple regression analyses were performed using the PROCESS v. 3.5 macro. The
structural equation modeling number 59 proposed by Hayes [76] — (moderated mediation) with a
95% CI and a bootstrapping sampling of 10,000 through the AMOS v. 26 macro was used. Fourthly,
to review the issues of collinearity, it was verified that the VIF indices were below 5.

3. Results
3.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted with the following absolute fit indices
(AMOS macro v.26): (x?), likelihood ratio; (x?/df), chi-square with respect to degrees of freedom;
(GFI), goodness of fit index; (RMSR), mean squared residual; (RMSEA), root mean square error of
approximation. These values indicate the level at which the model can predict the examined
covariance matrix. At the same time, other incremental adaptation factors are used. (IFI), incremental
fit index; (NFI), normed fit index; (CFI), comparative fit index. These values contrast the proposed
model with another that does not usually explain the relationship between variables. It is worth
mentioning that the CFA confirms the validity of the proposed theoretical model. From the results:
X2 = 611.25, p< 0.01; x?/df = 2.44; GFI = 0.911; IFI = 0.928; NFI = 0.916; CFI = 0.927; RMSEA = 0.0511;
RMSR = 0.0528, it is concluded that the adjustment is acceptable. x?/df<3; IFI, NFI, GFIL, CFI > .90;
RMSEA< .006; RMSR< .008 [77].

3.2. Descriptive Statistics and Discriminant Validity

The number of items (N), means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlations among the
research variables are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Means Standard Deviations and Correlations for the Main Study Variables.

Variables N M SD EC EL PE AC
Ethical climate (EC) 11 5496 7.06 0.71

Ethical leadership (EL) 10 51.60 822 0.557 0.83

Psychological empowerment (PE) 12 5891 754 036" 0.38" 0.89
Affective commitment (AC) 6 29.81 4.82 0.34" 0.29™ 0.39™ 0.83

1 Note. N=448. **p< 0.01.

The ethical climate showed positive correlations with all variables, e.g., with ethical leadership
(r=0.55,p<0.01).

Psychological empowerment also showed positive correlations with all variables, e.g., with
affective commitment (r = 0.39, p < 0.01). Ethical leadership showed positive correlations with all
variables, e.g., with affective commitment (r = 0.29, p < 0.01). Given that ethical leadership was
positively correlated with affective commitment, Hypothesis 1 was accepted. Lastly, affective
commitment also showed positive correlations with all variables, e.g., ethical climate (r = 0.39, p <
0.01).
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To verify the reliability of the constructs, Cronbach’s alphas were calculated. All obtained values
were between 0.86 and 0.92; Bonett and Wright [78] consider a Cronbach’s alpha value equal to or
greater than 0.70 standard for the elements analyzed to be reliable. In this research, all the main
dimensions meet this parameter (Table 2). The model used is reviewed through the method proposed
by Chin [79]. All factor loadings are above 0.50. In addition, convergent and discriminant validity are
verified through composite reliability (CFC), average variance extracted (AVE) values, and finally
discriminant validity (DV).

Table 2. Convergent and Discriminant Validity.

ALPHA! CR? CFC3 AVE? VD>
EC 0.88 >1.96 0.740 0.510 0.710
EL 0.92 >1.96 0.850 0.690 0.830
PE 0.87 >1.96 0.730 0.800 0.890
AC 0.86 >1.96 0.860 0.690 0.830

2 Note. The table shows the degree to which the measurement of items that collect the same concept are correlated
(convergent validity) and the theoretical difference between different constructs (discriminant validity). 1.
Cronbach’s Alpha. 2. Critical Coefficients. 3. Composite Reliability. 4. Average Variance Extracted. 5.

Discriminant Validity. Own elaboration.

The extracted AVE values are between 0.51 and 0.80, which according to Bagozzi et al. [80] is
relevant. The same applies to CFC indices, which are above 0.70. Likewise, critical coefficients (CR)
are suitable according to the suggestions by Hair et al. (2011) [81]. Lastly, discriminant validity
depends on the square root of AVE being greater than the different correlations between variables
[82] (Tables 1 and 2).

3.3. Mediating Effect Analysis

In Hypothesis 2, we anticipated that ethical climate would mediate the relationship between
ethical leadership and affective commitment. To examine this hypothesis, we followed the four-step
procedure to establish the mediation effect [83], which requires (a) a significant association between
ethical leadership and affective commitment; (b) a significant association between ethical leadership
and ethical climate; (c) a significant association between ethical climate and affective commitment
after controlling for ethical leadership; (d) a significant coefficient for the indirect path between
ethical leadership and affective commitment through ethical climate. The percentile bootstrap
method with bias correction determines whether the last condition is met. The regression analysis
revealed that, in the first step, ethical leadership positively predicted affective commitment, 3 =0.20,
p <0.01 [0.06; 0.34] (see Model 1, Table 3). In the second step, ethical leadership positively predicted
ethical climate, =0.59, p <0.01 [0.49; 0.688] (Model 2, Table 3). In the third step, after controlling for
ethical leadership, ethical climate positively predicted affective commitment, 3 = 0.50, p <0.01 [0.37;
0.63] (Model 3, Table 3). Lastly, the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method showed that the
indirect effect of ethical leadership on affective commitment through ethical climate was significant
(ab=0.59*0.50=0.29, SE=0.02, 95% CI = [0.22; 0.64]). The mediation effect accounted for 36% of the total
effect. Overall, the four previous criteria were met to establish a mediation effect, which supports
Hypothesis 2.

Table 3. Testing the mediating effect of ethical leadership on affective commitment.

Predictors Model 1 (AC) Model 2 (EC) Model 3 (AC)
B SE t B SE t B SE t
EL 0.20" 0.07 4.84" 059 0.05 7.04° 016" 0.02 6.34"
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EC 0.50™ 0.06 12.16™
R? 0.21™ 0.31" 0.43
F 41.85" 66.98™ 97.70"

Indirect effect EC of EL on AC: = 0.05; SE =0.02 [0.02; 0.08]
3 Note. N=448. Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion at the top of the column. EL= ethical

leadership; EC= ethical climate; AC=affective commitment; IM= intrinsic motivation. * p<0.05, **p<0.01.

3.4. Moderated Mediation Analysis
Moderated Mediation Analysis

In Hypothesis 3, the present study assumed that psychological empowerment would moderate
the association between ethical leadership and ethical climate, ethical climate and affective
commitment, as well as ethical leadership and affective commitment. The moderating effects of
psychological empowerment on the relationship between ethical leadership and ethical climate
(Model 1), the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment (Model 2), and the
relationship between ethical climate and affective commitment (Model 3) were estimated. The
specifications of the three models are summarized in Table 4 and Figure 2.

Ethical climate
(EC)

Vo
\\\?_Aj
Ethical Leadership | ~ / /(0299 ) Affective
(EL) commitment (AC)
T
K
)
: o
Psychological
empowerment (PE)
X
v
&
(EL) x (PE) (EC) x (PE)

Figure 2. The proposed moderated mediation model unstandardized coefficients. * Note. The dotted line

represents the mediating effects and the solid line represents the moderating effects.

Table 4. Testing the moderated mediation.

Predictors Model 1 (EC) Model 2 (AC) Model 3 (AC)
B SE t B SE ¢ B SE t
EL 095 018 526 029° 020 3.18"
PE 218 061 359 071 060 217
EL(x)PE 003 002 3.08° 002° 001 290
EC 047° 022 343"
EC (x) PE 0.02° 003 224"
R2 0.34" 0.15" 0.15"

F 75.17" 34.20" 34.20"
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5 Note N=448. EL= ethical leadership; PE = psychological empowerment; EC = ethical climate; AC= affective

commitment. * p<0.05, **p<0.01.

The results revealed that the relationship between ethical leadership and ethical climate was
moderated by psychological empowerment. (b= 0.03, SE=0.02, 95% CI = [0.22, 0.56]) (Figure 3).
Additionally, Figure 3 explains the detail of the moderation. As the individual feels greater
psychological empowerment, the impact of ethical leadership on ethical climate increases. The effects,
high, medium, and low of psychological empowerment are significant. Therefore, H3a is accepted.

50 Psychological
aaes empowerment
.’ & - —
- -
" -
. Ry - (Moderator)

56 -*

nglh-.
" e
5| Medium _»
-

Ethical climate

-

5 Low

50

46 a7 4 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 B0

Ethical leadership
Figure 3. Moderation process ethical leadership and ethical climate.

In the second place, the relationship between ethical climate and affective commitment was
moderated by psychological empowerment (b= 0.02, SE=0.01, 95% CI = [0.19, 0.64]) (Figure 4).
Additionally, Figure 4 explains the detail of the moderation. At medium and high levels of
psychological empowerment, the association between ethical climate and affective commitment
increases. Low psychological empowerment slightly influences the relationship between ethical
climate and affective commitment. The effects of low, medium, and high psychological
empowerment are significant. Therefore, H3b is accepted.

2 Psychological
_.+* | empowerment

e S
.t (Moderator)

-
il - -

30 -
High _.*
e

5

Medium"—’

Affective commitment
Y
\

2

et

48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 B0 Bl B2

Ethical climate

Figure 4. Moderation process ethical climate and affective commitment.
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In the third place, the relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment was
moderated by psychological empowerment (b= 0.02, SE=0.01, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.62]) (Figure 5).
Additionally, Figure 5 explains the detail of the moderation. At medium and high levels of
psychological empowerment, the association between ethical leadership and affective commitment
increases. Low psychological empowerment marginally influences the relationship between ethical
leadership and affective commitment. The effects of low, medium, and high psychological
empowerment are significant. Therefore, H3c is accepted.

Psychological
o empowerment

(Moderator)

Affective commitment

4% 4 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60

Ethical leadership

Figure 5. Moderation process ethical leadership and affective commitment.

4. Discussion

This study explored the relationship and underlying mechanisms that enhance the association
between ethical leadership and affective commitment in the Colombian Electrical Sector. The results
showed that ethical leadership was positively related to employees’ affective commitment in the
Colombian Electrical Sector. The ethical climate played a mediating role between ethical leadership
and affective commitment. Lastly, psychological empowerment moderated the mediating effect.

In line with the confirmation of Hypothesis 1, the results indicate a positive correlation between
ethical leadership and affective commitment. This finding coincides with the research conducted by
Abuzaid [84]; Asif et al. [20]; Bahadori et al. [34]; Demirtas & Akdogan [2] and Torlak et al. [85].

The leader establishes different types of relationships and exchanges with their subordinates
[86]. Moreover, the ethical leader is characterized by their strong moral principles, e.g., integrity,
credibility, and genuine concern for the follower and for the people around them. Therefore, the
ethical leader intentionally seeks to build a positive and high-quality relationship with the follower.
Within this specific context, affective commitment is a way for the employee to reciprocate the
support perceived from the ethical leader [85]. In fact, affective commitment originates not only from
the acceptance of organizational goals and values but also from the behavior and characteristics of
the leader [2]. For this reason, the strength and reciprocity that arise from the relationship between
ethical leader and follower enhance the feeling of belonging and the emotional attachment that the
employee has with the organization and with the members who lead it [9,11].

Guevara Bedoya et al. [87] in a study that included 1,037 leaders from 13 Colombian
organizations conclude that when employees perceive benevolence and protection from their leaders,
an affective bond is established with the organization and employees develop favorable behaviors
that are not previously defined in their position. Affective commitment and motivation have similar
cognitive components. Therefore, the energetically committed employee directs all their effort
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towards certain specific goals that are aligned with the policies and objectives of the organization
[88].

Our results also demonstrated that ethical climate significantly mediates the relationship
between ethical leadership and affective commitment (Hypothesis 2). As far as we know, only
Demirtas & Akdogan [2] and Halbusi and Tehseen [89] have established similar relationships.
Various researchers have used slightly different processes to explain how ethical leadership affects
the organization’s ethical climate, e.g., role modeling, rewards, or two-way communication [3,39,51].
However, there is broad consensus that the ethical leader has sufficient skills to create and maintain
ethical norms and processes that construct a specific ethical climate [18].

Ethical leaders not only define the moral tone of the organization by establishing practices and
policies that promote ethical behavior and reduce the likelihood of misconduct: they also serve as
interpretive filters of organizational policies and procedures for group members [90]. For example,
the ethical leader usually has a greater concern for their followers and social needs than for their own
interests [91]. In this regard, Saha et al. [92] suggest that the ethical leader is an advocate for corporate
social responsibility as they focus on improving the work environment for their employees and the
living conditions of the community in which they operate. In fact, corporate social responsibility and
commitment to society as a whole are essential aspects of a supportive and caring ethical climate
[16,93,94]. In this direction, various studies in Colombia establish a significant relationship between
leadership and collective interests such as corporate social responsibility [95].

Social learning theory maintains that individuals learn appropriate and inappropriate forms of
behavior through a role modeling process by observing the behaviors of others [45,46,96]. The ethical
leader and the follower share experiences constantly, and most studies have shown that the most
important factor of an organization’s climate is the daily behavior of the leaders who direct it [51,97-
99].

On the other hand, this study establishes a significant relationship between ethical climate and
affective commitment, which is consistent with the results of Cullen et al. [16] or Demirtas & Akdogan
[2]. This finding suggests that when people perceive a supportive work environment, where
decisions seek alternatives that maximize general welfare, they develop a greater emotional
attachment to the organization because they feel a higher level of support. In fact, a cooperative work
environment fosters higher levels of cohesion among organization members, e.g., strong friendships
that lead to greater affective commitment and overall better emotional well-being [100,101]. In this
regard, recent studies in Colombian organizations have shown that the perception of support and
organizational justice, through equitable distribution of power and cooperative work, lead to positive
outcomes and higher levels of job satisfaction [102,103]. Job satisfaction is the most important factor
within organizational commitment and is the main antecedent of affective commitment [104,105].

Lastly, our results demonstrate the importance of psychological empowerment as a moderating
factor in the relationships between ethical leadership, ethical climate, and affective commitment.
Specifically, psychological empowerment moderates the positive relationship between ethical
leadership and ethical climate (Hypothesis 3a). This finding partially coincides with the research by
Dehghani-Tafti et al. [59]. Ethical leaders play a significant role in the empowerment experience of
employees, as their characteristics are directly related to the internal motivation of followers [24]. An
ethical leader considers the growth and development needs of each person and places employees in
positions where they can experience relevant job roles in their career paths. In addition, the ethical
leader enhances the self-efficacy and independence of employees to make decisions about the tasks
they carry out. Autonomy in the workplace promotes a strong sense of empowerment and builds
greater trust between ethical leaders and their followers [27]. In fact, when the employee feels heard
and actively participates in decision-making, they feel that their rights are respected and their sense
of empowerment increases [55].

The theory of psychological empowerment suggests that empowered workers maintain a
positive orientation towards their work and the climate surrounding them [60]. According to this
approach, psychological empowerment can influence organizational identification through a process
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of reciprocity; that is, as employees feel more empowered, they improve their job satisfaction and
there are more possibilities for them to identify with the values and objectives of the organization
[106]. Additionally, when the employee frequently participates in the organization’s decision-making
processes, they tend to perceive organizational objectives as their own, which favors their connection
with the work climate surrounding them [59]. In fact, there is evidence that certain cognitive
resources, such as psychological empowerment, function as channels linking leadership with key
components of an ethical climate, e.g., corporate social responsibility [60,107].

In the same direction, psychological empowerment moderates the positive relationship between
ethical climate and affective commitment (Hypothesis 3b). As far as we know, no other study has
previously analyzed this result. A climate that promotes support and solidarity among organization
members positively influences the attitudes and behaviors of followers. Specifically, a work context
that intentionally seeks to meet the needs of employees and values their contributions facilitates a
greater emotional bond between the person and the organization [22]. This atmosphere of well-being
facilitates the individual’s valuation of their work and the independence it offers them. Additionally,
a climate that cares for organization members increases the employee’s security to successfully solve
their tasks, which improves their self-perception of self-efficacy and performance. In other words, a
supportive ethical climate broadens the perception of psychological empowerment [108].
Psychological empowerment represents the employee’s vision of their work environment and how
this context influences their behaviors. If the employee perceives that the task they perform is
meaningful and adds value, their affective commitment increases [30]. In fact, both psychological
empowerment and affective commitment have been explained in terms of intrinsic motivation
towards the task. Therefore, psychological empowerment and affective commitment function as
feelings of emotional attachment to the organization that are closely related [109].

To conclude, psychological empowerment moderates the positive relationship between ethical
leadership and affective commitment (Hypothesis 3c). This result is consistent with the findings
obtained by Kim and Vandenberghe [27]. Ethical leaders promote fundamental aspects of work, e.g.,
respect, dignity, and autonomy. Therefore, they enhance the employee’s role and confer strong
feelings of competence and self-determination, thus fostering the notion of empowerment. The
theory of self-determination proposes that people are more motivated and fulfilled when they feel
autonomous, competent, and related in their activities [110,111]. In this regard, the exchange that
occurs between the ethical leader and the follower is transformed into empowerment, since the
supervision of the ethical leader is associated with a greater perception of support and control by the
subordinate [112]. In fact, the positive impact of the ethical leader on psychological empowerment
has been widely analyzed [24,26,67].

Psychological empowerment refers to the process of increasing self-efficacy and intrinsic
motivation towards the task [55]. On the other hand, affective commitment is understood as the
cognitive and emotional energy that employees use to feel linked to their organization [113].
Empowered employees appreciate their work more, especially when they feel that they have valuable
work tasks. The value and meaning of work fosters work commitment among employees and
especially affective commitment [109].

Oldham and Hackman [114] suggest that positive job evaluations, in addition to being related
to higher levels of trust, can make employees feel more empowered, committed, and less fearful of
failure. Therefore, psychological empowerment stimulates the employee’s enthusiasm for their work,
which generally translates into greater affective commitment and other positive outcomes for the
organization, such as better performance and lower turnover [109,113,115,116].

4.1. Theoretical Implications

This research expands the current knowledge on the influence of ethical leadership in the social
exchange process, at least within countries with idiosyncrasies similar to those of Colombia.
Additionally, the results allow us to consider new approaches within the context facing the ethical
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leader. For example, breaking with the belief that the relationship between ethical leadership and
affective commitment is linear without considering other variables, mediators or moderators, that
influence this association. From that perspective, it is essential that organizations promote ethical
climates and psychological empowerment if their primary goal is to build ethical and transparent
companies with solid commitment from their employees. In general, researchers assume that the
characteristics of the ethical leader generate a favorable perception of social exchanges with followers,
which encourages employees to reciprocate beneficially to the organization, for example, by
increasing their affective commitment [85]. The results of this research suggest that there is not
necessarily a direct relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment, without any
intermediation. This study reveals that the behavior of ethical leadership improves affective
commitment and this effect is completely mediated by the ethical climate and moderated by
psychological empowerment. In other words, the affective commitment of followers is a form of
reciprocity that results from certain perceptions, such as the ethical climate and psychological
empowerment, and does not come exclusively from ethical leadership.

Our findings reveal that the ethical leader plays a crucial role in the development of a benevolent
ethical climate based on solidarity, care, and autonomy. An ethical climate congruent with the values
of its employees, with explicit support policies, and associated with a collaborative work culture acts
as an essential element in the functioning of an organization, given that it has a direct impact on the
actions and behaviors of individuals. In fact, certain ethical climates can function as useful tools in
the positive emotional regulation of followers, through a strong identification between the employee
and the organization, which translates into affective commitment [22,23,52,117]. However, leaders do
not always act as organizational agents. That is, their goal is not necessarily to improve organizational
behaviors by improving the working conditions of its members [19].

In this regard, our findings indicate that the ethical leader is ideal for fostering psychological
empowerment [24,67]. The altruistic motivation of the ethical leader ensures that their personal
interests play a secondary role and prioritize the interests of their followers. Additionally, ethical
leaders, being honest and fair, become credible models that the follower wants to imitate. Based on
this perspective, we suggest that the ethical leader guides followers in the way they should approach
and participate in their work, which positively influences the perception of competence, meaning,
self-determination, and impact that the employee has regarding the task they perform [27]. The fact
that ethical leaders are able to align work demands with personal values allows followers to have
greater control over tasks, increase their self-efficacy, and perceive that their work contributes to
achieving strategic objectives, which makes them feel psychologically empowered. Therefore, this
study integrates ethical leadership and psychological empowerment in an emerging economy like
Colombia, responding to previous calls in the literature on the importance of exploring the potential
mechanisms that link ethical climates with employee behaviors [118,119].

This study makes another notable advancement in organizational behavior theory by examining
the interaction between an ethical climate and psychological empowerment. This result suggests that
a compassionate work climate, which prioritizes the job security of the employee and integrates
moral values with professional rules, becomes a collaborative space that increases psychological
empowerment [28,29].

Finally, the moderating effect of psychological empowerment on the relationship between
ethical leadership, ethical climate, and affective commitment, along with the indirect relationship
between ethical leadership and affective commitment through the ethical climate, sheds light on the
social conditions currently facing the Colombian electrical sector and allows addressing significant
knowledge gaps in the literature.

4.2. Practical Implications

Our findings indicate that ethical leaders are essential for building an ethical climate that
enhances employees’ perceived support from the organization, which in turn increases affective
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commitment. Therefore, organizations in the Colombian electrical sector should focus all their efforts
on developing ethical behavior among their executives. Additionally, these results can easily be
extrapolated to companies with a significant impact on sustainability and “green” or clean
economies. In reality, the Colombian electrical sector is in a process of energy transition towards
renewable sources. The goal is for 30% of the national energy matrix to be of renewable origin by
2030.

For example, it is crucial that in the selection processes, the values and behaviors of future ethical
leaders are evaluated. Additionally, organizations should socialize the ethical guidelines related to
their strategic objectives and offer ethical training to their employees. Establishing ethical patterns to
imitate for leaders in training can develop a solid moral conscience that is effective in decision-
making [19]. On the other hand, ethical leaders should strive to establish solid relationships with
followers. The bonds of reciprocity between leader and follower lead to greater affective
commitment. In fact, the ability to reconcile social exchanges with emotional exchanges, through
psychological rewards, may be crucial for employees’ affective responses [20].

This research suggests that a benevolent ethical climate promotes an atmosphere of trust that
drives cooperation, teamwork, and affective commitment. A climate that prioritizes concern for the
well-being of its employees not only increases affective commitment but also reduces unjustified
absenteeism, intentions to quit, and increases organizational citizenship behavior. This result is
especially important for organizations in the Colombian electrical sector and for all entities that
provide basic services to citizens. Building a climate of care and autonomy will facilitate the reduction
of corporate fraud and increase business volume in an electrical sector marked by malpractices and
corruption at all levels. In this regard, the results suggest that a combination of benevolence and a
principle-based approach that can enhance the interests of the organization and its members is
necessary. This shared approach increases employee commitment and involvement.

Lastly, ethical leaders and an inclusive, positive, and ethical climate increase the psychological
empowerment of employees. The Colombian electrical sector can use ethical leadership to improve
the psychological empowerment of its employees from various perspectives. Firstly, the ethical
leader must be aware of the capabilities of their employees. Balancing the workload and the resources
available to the follower will improve the perception of psychological empowerment. In fact,
synergistic relationships between leaders and followers can increase understanding of each other’s
capabilities. Secondly, the interaction between leader and follower must be based on transparency,
constant communication, and the ease of expressing feelings and thoughts without prejudice.
Thirdly, the ethical leader should act as a guide in solving problems that employees in the Colombian
electrical sector may face. Fourthly, the ethical leader should clearly define the role and scope of
responsibilities of their employees. Defining the follower’s role can influence the perception of
meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact. Lastly, the Colombian electrical sector should
be able to avoid concentrating power in specific individuals. In this regard, the Colombian electrical
sector has been characterized for decades by leadership that had clear dominance and control over
relevant information. That is, subordinates were limited to following orders without being able to
participate in decision-making. In fact, it has been demonstrated that a healthy and supportive work
environment through policies that improve the perception of justice and equity positively influences
psychological empowerment [24].

4.3. Limitations and Future Research

This study presents some limitations that should be addressed in future research. Firstly, our
investigation was based on theories proposed in Anglo-Saxon countries, but the data were collected
in a different social context, such as that of Colombia and specifically within organizations in the
Colombian electrical sector. Although previous studies have confirmed the relationship between
ethical leadership and employees’ affective commitment, no research has been conducted using the
ethical climate as a potential mediator in this relationship while simultaneously using psychological


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202503.1816.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 25 March 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202503.1816.v1

17

empowerment as a potential moderator of the associations between ethical leadership, ethical
climate, and affective commitment. Therefore, the results of this study can be utilized across different
cultures, and the reproduction of our findings will have a more significant impact.

Secondly, we attempted to mitigate common method bias by collecting information from six
different sources, randomly ordering the questions in each questionnaire, and administering the
survey on separate days, one for each organization. Additionally, we applied Harman'’s single-factor
test to check for bias and found no significant effects [74]. On the other hand, the principal
investigator was present during all six processes and addressed any concerns participants might
have, which helped avoid the bias of subjective interpretation. However, we could not eliminate the
consent bias associated with a Likert scale. This bias occurs when respondents more frequently select
positive response options.

Thirdly, we attempted to neutralize the social desirability bias through an anonymous survey
and also through preliminary awareness sessions, in which all participating organizations were
involved, so that the surveyed workers understood the importance of answering each question
honestly. Fourthly, we collected our sample in Colombia, specifically within its electrical sector. To
generalize our results, it is necessary to test our model using samples from other similar energy
sectors, e.g., the hydrocarbon sector or the coal sector, which together comprise the fossil fuel sector.
Fifthly, establishing causal relationships through cross-sectional studies is challenging. Although we
used a structural equation model to carry out the simultaneous assessment of our proposal, the
results should be interpreted with caution. We suggest that future research could address the
relationship between ethical leadership and affective commitment by obtaining data from
experimental and longitudinal studies with different mediators or moderators. Indeed, affective
commitment is affected by various factors that could be analyzed, e.g., job satisfaction, organizational
communication, trust relationships, learning and internal promotion opportunities, values associated
with different ethical climates, or the work culture.

5. Conclusions

Leaders are critical factors for organizational success through their influence on employee
behavior. This study analyzed a moderated mediation model that links ethical leadership and
employees’ affective commitment. In this research, we argue that the ethical leader, as a role model
in their organizations, establishes valuable connections with their followers and becomes a moral
authority that has an inspiring influence on organization members. Furthermore, we argue that the
influence of ethical leadership extends through the work context and the process of social contagion
shapes the ethical climate, which in turn contributes to affective commitment. In other words, if
ethical leaders are honest and trustworthy, these behaviors create a positive cycle where the leader’s
attitude promotes an ethical work climate, which in addition to facilitating organizational
development confers security and self-confidence to the employee. Lastly, psychological
empowerment moderated the relationship between ethical leadership, ethical climate, and affective
commitment. Through psychological empowerment, ethical leaders and a benevolent ethical climate
can enhance the level of organizational affective commitment. Together, these findings provide a
better understanding of ethical leadership and suggest various actions that can promote ethical
behavior and affective commitment in organizations within the Colombian electrical sector.
Although our sample is limited to a specific type of organization, we hope that the high significance
of the results of the proposed model provides a solid foundation for future research in this field.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:
CFA confirmatory factor analysis
GFI goodness of fit index
RMSR  mean squared residual
RMSEA root mean square error of approximation

IFI incremental fit index

NFI normed fit index

CFI comparative fit index

N number of items

M means

SD standard deviations

EC ethical climate

EL ethical leadership

PE psychological empowerment

AC affective commitment

AVE average variance extracted

DV discriminant validity

CFC composite reliability

CR critical coefficients

M intrinsic motivation
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