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Abstract: The risk factors and positive factors of teleworking have been widely analyzed. Emotional
exhaustion has been one of the most studied among them. However, the impact of ethical leadership
in virtual environments has remained completely unnoticed. There is no clear answer to whether
the ethical leader is a factor that buffers or accelerates stress-related processes in teleworking.
Furthermore, the role of perceived work autonomy as a theoretical mechanism that protects against
specific adverse psychological outcomes requires more scientific evidence because the results
obtained so far are confusing and contradictory. Therefore, this study explores how and when
ethical leadership influences emotional exhaustion through work autonomy and teleworking
intensity (TI). The sample consisted of 448 professionals from six organizations in the Colombian
electricity sector. The mediation effect was evaluated through a four-step procedure, and the
moderated mediation model was analyzed using statistical tools such as PROCESS and AMOS
macros for SPSS. Surprisingly, our results revealed a positive relationship between ethical
leadership and emotional exhaustion, with work autonomy potentially mediating this relationship.
However, teleworking intensity (TI) was found to moderate this mediation process. Specifically, the
negative impact of ethical leadership on emotional exhaustion was nullified when TI was high.
Moreover, a high level of TI strengthened the relationship between ethical leadership and work
autonomy, while weakening the positive relationship between work autonomy and emotional
exhaustion. In conclusion, our study suggests a potential positive relationship between ethical
leadership and emotional exhaustion from the follower's perspective. However, the number of
teleworking days can influence this trend, potentially even reversing it. In other words, teleworking
intensity (TI) is a resource as its intensity increases, and it can alter the direction of work autonomy
and reconfigure the relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion. This study,
to the best of our knowledge, is the first to analyze these variables, significantly contributing to our
understanding of the attributes of ethical leadership and its impact on employee well-being.

Keywords: Ethical leadership; work autonomy; teleworking intensity; teleworking; emotional
exhaustion; burnout

1. Introduction

The relationship between ethical leadership and individual well-being has gained a central role
in organizational psychology [1-5]. Recent research indicates a positive relationship between ethical
leadership and followers' well-being. For example, [4] suggest that a high level of ethical leadership
provides subordinates with valuable resources that protect them from emotional exhaustion. On the
other hand, [2] conclude that emotional work strategies, specifically genuine or suppressed
visualization, cause ethical leadership to have a negative relationship with emotional exhaustion [6].

However, the role of ethical leadership in virtual work environments has remained unnoticed.
The ability of employees to adapt to this new work modality requires a more versatile digital
leadership. Therefore, traditional leaders may pose a risk because of the need to acquire new skills
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[7]. In this sense, [8] or [9] consider teleworking a threat to employees' emotional health as it is usually
related to excessive work climates with significant imbalances between work and family.

Thus, the ethical leader's ability to react to the challenge posed by teleworking is a critical matter
without a clear answer. Moreover, it is unknown if an ethical management style positively or
negatively influences employees' emotional health in virtual work contexts. This research aims to
contribute to the current knowledge of ethical leadership from various perspectives. First, by
following the invite of [10] or, more recently, the call of [11]. These authors consider that ethical
leadership needs more attention, especially in virtual environments. In this sense, we suggest that
ethical leaders buffer followers' emotional exhaustion. The argument is that ethical leadership is a
valuable resource that reduces emotional exhaustion through specific mechanisms such as trust or
genuine interest in the follower. Furthermore, it is proposed that work autonomy is a factor that
explains this relationship when it adopts a mediating role. In a remote environment such as a virtual
one where self-management is vital, work autonomy likely serves as a protective factor against
emotional exhaustion among employees [12]. In this sense, ethical leadership can be a complementary
context resource that affirms the mitigating role of work autonomy.

In a remote environment, such as a virtual one where self-management is a primary
responsibility, work autonomy likely serves as a protective factor against emotional exhaustion
among employees

Second, the number of teleworking days and the advantages on employees' emotional health
have yielded inconclusive results. On one side, [8] found that teleworking relates to extended work
hours that deteriorate employees' emotional resources. Consequently, teleworking intensity and
emotional exhaustion have a direct and positive relationship. This may occur, for example, due to a
low perception of perceived social support or an excess of job demands [13]. Conversely, authors [14]
identify that high-intensity teleworking is positively associated with job satisfaction [15] or
performance, and negatively associated with role stress or turnover intentions through a high
perception of work autonomy. In this direction, [16] go further and relate teleworking to tasks
through perceived autonomy and leader-member exchange. Finally, [17] establish a negative
relationship between teleworking and emotional exhaustion. The authors consider that
organizational trust, flexibility, and effective management of work and life interferences reduce work
overload, effectively reducing emotional exhaustion.

Based on all these reasons, we suggest that a greater number of teleworking days facilitates the
theoretical attenuating effect of ethical leadership on emotional exhaustion through a mature
interaction between leader and follower. In other words, teleworking intensity acquires a moderating
function that explains when ethical leadership and burnout relate. Furthermore, teleworking and its
intensity are expected to have a specific effect that clarifies the direct or indirect relationships between
ethical leadership, work autonomy, and emotional exhaustion.

To our knowledge, no other study has examined the relationship between ethical leadership and
emotional exhaustion, considering work autonomy and teleworking intensity. Thus, the present
research aims to clarify this relationship. A moderated mediation model is included to understand
better the underlying mechanisms contributing to this possible relation.

2. Relationship between Ethical Leadership and Emotional Exhaustion

Ethical leadership is characterized by fair behavior supported by individual actions and
personal interactions. Its main objective is to promote ethical conduct, which transfer to followers
through two-way communication. This moral context becomes a useful resource for facing any
decision [18].

Ethical leadership is characterized by prioritizing essential aspects such as equality of
conditions, respect, trust, or sincere interest in the personal situations of the follower [19,20].
Additionally, it constantly informs the organization's scope of standards and ethical expectations
regarding employee conduct [1,4,5]. An explicit understanding of the behavior considered “correct”
by the organization tends to reduce uncertainty. Therefore, a climate that inspires safety reduces the
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possible feelings of anxiety that followers may experience [2]. A stimulating and supportive work
environment buffers stress and limits emotional exhaustion [21,22].

In this sense, a remote work environment requires horizontal leadership that recognizes the role
of followers as a critical part of creating organizational value [23]. From this perspective, ethical
leaders can play an essential role in employees' adaptation to virtual work environments and prevent
interpersonal distances from becoming an obstacle. The ethical leader approaches the follower not
only through proposals that include rewards or punishments, but also by considering the effort to
seek ethical solutions when facing difficult-to-solve problems [24]. Therefore, ethical leaders expand
followers' satisfaction and confidence in organizational justice by involving them in decision-making.
This scenario prevents physical distance, related to virtual work, from being a barrier because the
ethical leader acquires sufficient prominence to be aware of the socio-emotional needs of the
subordinate [7].

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory seeks to understand how individuals distribute
and maintain their resources under stress, pressure, and excessive effort. Loss of resources due to
constant tension sometimes leads to emotional exhaustion [25]. Consequently, we consider that
ethical leadership, through its communication skills and orientation to change, is a valuable resource
and a mitigating factor that prevents the deterioration of employee resources in virtual environments.
We rely on the COR theory to propose that ethical leadership relates to less emotional exhaustion in
the follower. Emotional exhaustion refers to the perception of being surpassed and overwhelmed by
work and its characteristics. It is associated with repetitive signals, such as fatigue or functional
alterations that can lead to depression [26].

Therefore, an ethical leader with a motivating message and a compelling mix of traditional and
electronic resources can limit the emotional exhaustion of the follower. [27] define the most critical
competencies for virtual leadership to be efficient. Specifically, ease to communicate and to support
employees, and ability to manage work teams and to build a change-oriented environment. Lastly,
appropriate use of technology and being perceived as credible, honest, coherent, and integral.

We suggest that ethical leaders with an inclusive style foster rewarding working conditions,
with constant reactions to the needs of followers, which build a supportive climate [2]. Previous
research has shown that social support is negatively related to emotional exhaustion [22]. Similarly,
[4] discovered that conscientiousness is an individual personality trait that indirectly contributes to
ethical leadership being able to reduce emotional exhaustion through team cohesion. The ability to
manage work groups is key in virtual work environments. Finally, ethical leaders transfer credibility
and trust. Socio-emotional environments, where feelings of trust predominate, reduce stress in
individuals and relate negatively to emotional exhaustion [28]. Based on all these reasons, the
following hypothesis is proposed: HI. Ethical leadership is negatively related to emotional
exhaustion.

3. The Mediating Role of Work Autonomy

Studies have shown that ethical leadership positively affects employees' work autonomy [29-
31]. However, a relevant question is whether or not this relationship is kept in a virtual work
environment.

Work autonomy indicates the freedom to choose and use work resources independently [32].
When autonomy is high, followers can fully utilize their behavioral criteria. This optimistic scenario
opens the possibility of role modeling, where followers are more open to the leader's influence and
ethical guidance [30]. Previous research indicates that ethical leaders establish a relationship of trust
with followers [33]. Trust usually translates into various proactive behaviors associated with
autonomy, which systematically improve work processes [34].

On the other hand, work autonomy is an essential mechanism in virtual work environments.
The perception of autonomy is particularly valued in organizations where processes and tasks are
standardized to a large extent [35]. Therefore, based on the COR theory, virtual work can be
considered a resource that simultaneously leads to additional resources such as autonomy [36].
Furthermore, one of the main characteristics of a virtual leader is orientation to change. Thus, the
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degree of autonomy influences the follower's predisposition to direct behaviors toward any
organizational transformation [37]. However, the ethical leader's integrity remains necessary for
followers because it increases their confidence in managing change under a strong perception of
support [38].

Likewise, the COR theory proposes that specific resources, such as control over work and, more
specifically, work autonomy, relate to emotional exhaustion [25,39]. Emotional exhaustion surges
from a drastic resource decrease that drains the employee's physical or emotional energy. Work
conditions, especially autonomy, can replenish lost resources and prevent severe emotional
deterioration [40]. Autonomy is valued in occupational psychology as an indispensable resource at
work. Therefore, autonomy can buffer emotional exhaustion as a construct associated with control
over work [41].

Furthermore, a significant body of research has shown that work autonomy positively impacts
self-esteem. It is likely that control over work leads followers toward achievement and promotes
more involvement in all processes. Consequently, a climate involving employees in decision-making
will rarely contribute to employees being depleted of resources and emotionally exhausted [42]. On
the contrary, lack of autonomy is associated with low emotional freedom and inhibition of will, which
forces excessive use of resources that emotionally exhaust workers [43,44]. Finally, the results of [45]
and [46] suggest that virtual work characteristics, including autonomy, predict employee well-being
and, consequently, the extent of emotional exhaustion. Work autonomy can explain how ethical
leadership and emotional exhaustion are related. Therefore, the following hypothesis is suggested:
H2. Work autonomy mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion.

4. The Moderating Role of Teleworking Intensity

Although ethical leadership can be negatively related to emotional exhaustion through job
autonomy, it is probable for people who are led by an ethical leader to not experience an adequate
level of autonomy in some cases and, consequently, to not avoid emotional exhaustion. For this
reason, it is critical to identify the factors that explain when, or in what situations, the mediation
between ethical leadership, work autonomy, and emotional exhaustion is interrupted or changes
orientation.

Teleworking Intensity (TI) indicates the number of days per week an employee works online
[13]. The optimal number of teleworking days and its effect on employees' emotional health have
yielded confusing and contradictory results. For example, [47] establish a relationship between TI
and organizational belonging. They conclude that professional realization or job satisfaction emerges
as a way for high-intensity teleworkers to experience their sense of belonging. On the other hand,
[13] fail to relate TI with emotional exhaustion. Previous research, in contrast, precisely [48] and [45],
suggests that Tl is linked to less emotional exhaustion and higher commitment levels.

Furthermore, recent studies suggest that TI conditions well-being and promotes a climate of
excessive work that usually ends in emotional exhaustion due to the employees' inability to
disconnect from daily tasks [8,49]. Finally, [50] consider that TI increases efficiency and decreases the
risk of emotional exhaustion. These results partially agree with the analysis of [51] since the authors
conclude that TI and emotional exhaustion are curvilinearly related. Therefore, TI adopts different
roles that are often contradictory to each other. For example, depending on the various results, it may
be a risk factor, a resource, or have no influence on employees' emotional health. However, to our
knowledge, no previous study has examined if TI can improve the impact of ethical leadership on
work autonomy and emotional exhaustion.

Based on the resource investment criteria proposed by the COR theory, people allocate energy
with the intention that this effort has a positive result. This means that adaptation and coping
strategies serve to acquire new capabilities that prevent individuals from going into possible resource
deficits [25]. Thus, TI can improve the effects of ethical leadership, work autonomy, and emotional
exhaustion. Adapting to a virtual work environment and improving employees' skills likely require
an extensive adjustment period [52]. Autonomy can be the resource that extends individual cognitive
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capacity and improves specific special knowledge necessary to function adequately in a remote,
digital context. In other words, TI and work autonomy can expand the employees' capabilities [53].

Furthermore, TI establishes continuity in the roles assumed by leader and follower. In fact, many
studies highlight the importance of perceived support from the supervisor for effective
implementation of teleworking [54,55]. Therefore, TI can become an appropriate mechanism for
ethical leaders to transfer new resources to followers, specifically safety, trust, and adequate follow-
up [1]. This scenario is an opportunity for employees to maintain and even increase their resources,
which can contribute positively to their interpretation of teleworking and its possible benefits. In that
sense, a work context with guarantees and autonomy encourages followers to have an active
orientation toward the task and to feel capable of expanding their role [29,31]. Extra-role behaviors
are associated with greater job satisfaction [56,57].

On the other hand, resources come in different forms, and followers can identify them through
two-way communication with the ethical leader or by having a strong perception of social support.
These additional resources can become buffers against stress and emotional exhaustion [3]. Various
research supports the importance of communication in virtual work environments. TI can prolong
evaluation systems and the exchange between leader and subordinate. This situation could be
exceptionally comforting for remote employees who feel that a virtual work environment does not
reduce contact with the supervisor nor makes their relationship superficial [58].

Besides, considering the COR theory, TI could mitigate the stressors associated with the pressure
and responsibility of dealing with on-site and virtual work activities, as it prevents the loss of
resources in constant readjustments [59]. Therefore, the present study suggests that TI is a valuable
resource that enhances the relationship between ethical leadership, job autonomy, and emotional
exhaustion. The following hypothesis is proposed based on the prior reasoning: H3. Teleworking
intensity moderates the relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion, ethical
leadership and work autonomy, and work autonomy and emotional exhaustion. Specifically, the
relationships between ethical leadership, work autonomy, and emotional exhaustion optimize when
teleworking intensity is high.

5. Presentation of the Study

This research had various objectives. First, it examined the relationship between ethical
leadership and employees' emotional exhaustion in the Colombian electricity sector. Second, it
analyzed whether work autonomy acted as a mediating construct in this relationship. Third, it
verified if teleworking intensity could moderate the effect of ethical leadership on work autonomy
and emotional exhaustion, along with the independent effect of work autonomy on emotional
exhaustion. Figure 1 represents the moderated mediation model.

Work autonomy \

Ethical leadership Emotional exhaustion

Teleworking
intensity

Figure 1. Proposed moderated mediation model.

6. Methods
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6.1. Participants

The study surveyed 448 professionals from six organizations in the Colombian electricity sector.
Based on the suggestions proposed by [60] or [61], a probability cluster sampling method was used
with a 95% confidence level. This technique is beneficial because specific areas (clusters) can be
studied. The cities examined were those that group most of the companies in the sector analyzed. The
questionnaire's effective response rate was 100% because the participating organizations provided
specific spaces within working hours to accommodate employees and prevent invalid responses. 61%
of the total sample was formed by men (273). The average age was 37.18 (SD=10.06), ranging from 20
to 69. Average seniority on the job was 13.06 years (SD=8.82), ranging from 0.5 to 38. In terms of
education, 100% of those surveyed had university studies. 57.42% had related specialization,
master's, or doctorate degrees. Regarding contract type, 81.25% had permanent work contracts, and
the remaining had fixed-term contracts. Finally, 42.40% of the participants did not have children.
Distribution of online workdays: 25 (5.60%) — 1 day; 95 (21.20%) — 2 days; 98 (21.90%) — 3 days; 103
(23%) — 4 days; 127 (28.30%) — 5 days.

6.2. Measures

The item scores of all the scales analyzed are highly reliable. Cronbach's alpha is greater than
0.70 [62].

Control Variable: Based on previous research, for example, [48] gender is used as a control
variable. Previous studies suggest that the female gender may be more prone to emotional
exhaustion, especially in a virtual environment where the female role is likely to be associated with
extra-role behaviors. Men were coded 0, and women were coded 1.

Ethical Leadership: The 10-question scale suggested by [18]was used to measure ethical
leadership. Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [63]. One of the items used reads:
“My leader listens to what employees have to say.” Each item was measured from 1 (strongly disagree) to
6 (strongly agree).

Work Autonomy: The 3-question scale suggested by [64] was used to measure work autonomy.
Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [65]. One of the items used reads: “I have
significant autonomy to determine how I do my work.” Each item was measured from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 6 (strongly agree).

Emotional Exhaustion: The 5-question scale suggested by [66] was used to measure emotional
exhaustion. Recent studies have confirmed its reliability and validity [67]. One of the items used
reads: “I am emotionally exhausted at my job.” Each item was measured from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree).

Teleworking Intensity: A single item was used to measure teleworking intensity based on the
previous recommendations [13,68]. More specifically, through the following question: How many days
a week do you work from home? Response options were established using a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 (one
day a week) and 5 (five days a week).

6.3. Procedure

The link with the Colombian electricity sector was established through a collective action of
ethics and transparency promoted by XM company in 2021. Specifically, through a presentation and
different suggestions, the objectives of this research were established. Validation of the questionnaire
and the scales used was conducted by a group of specialists proposed by the organizations studied.
An ethics committee approved the research project in July 2021. Documents were emailed to the
participating organizations to guarantee confidentiality, authorization, data protection, and possible
voluntary abandonment from each participant. The surveys were completed on different [69], and
each organization allocated sixty-minute spaces to guarantee a significant number of responses.

6.4. Data Analysis
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First, potential atypical data that may affect the analysis of the results is identified through
probability identifier (< 0.01) with SPSS v.25 statistical program. The values of asymmetry and
kurtosis are defined to determine variable normality. The variables are below 2, which indicates
normality according to [70]. Second, homoscedasticity is deduced through the homogeneity of
variances test since (p > 0.05). Third, multiple regression analyses are done using the macro PROCESS
v. 3.5. Structural Equation Model 59 proposed by [71] — (moderated mediation) is used with a CI of
95% and bootstrapping sampling of 10,000 through the macro AMOS v . 26. Fourth, it is confirmed
that the VIF indices are less than 5 to check for collinearity issues.

7. Results
7.1. Descriptive Statistics and Discriminant Validity

The means, standard deviations, and correlations of the research variables are presented in Table
1. Ethical leadership showed significant positive correlations with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.26, p <
0.01), work autonomy (r =0.18, p <0.01), and TI (r=0.14, p <0.01). Hypothesis 1 was rejected as ethical
leadership was positively correlated with emotional exhaustion. Work autonomy showed significant
positive correlations with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.20, p < 0.01) but showed negative correlations
with TI (r =- 0.11 p < 0.05). Emotional exhaustion showed significant negative correlations with TI (r
=-0.12, p <0.01). The gender control variable was not significantly related to any studied variables.
(N) Number of items. (M) Mean. (SD) Standard Deviation.

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

Constructs N M SD G EL TI WA EE
Gender 1 0.32 0.45 X

Ethical Leadership (EL) 10 51.60 8.22 0.04 (0.80)

Teleworking Intensity (TI) 1 3.90 1.99 0.06 0.14" (0.72)

Work Autonomy (WA) 3 14.25 2.52 -0.03 0.18" -0.11" (0.84)

Emotional Exhaustion (EE) 5 23.11 5.50 0.05 0.26™ -0.12" 0.20™ (0.76)

Notes: N=448. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

The following steps were used to calculate discriminant validity. First, Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) values were calculated, representing the total amount of indicator variance captured
by the latent variable. All variables had AVE values greater than 0.5 [72]. Second, the square root of
AVE was calculated, which, according to [73], must be above the value of the different correlations.
Based on the results, it was concluded that there is strong discriminant validity between the
constructs studied.

7.2. Mediating Effect Analysis

Hypothesis 2 anticipates that work autonomy mediates the relationship between ethical
leadership and emotional exhaustion. To examine this hypothesis, we followed the four-step
procedure to establish the mediation effect [74], which requires (a) a significant association between
ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion; (b) a significant association between work autonomy
and ethical leadership; (c) a significant association between work autonomy and emotional
exhaustion after controlling ethical leadership (d) a significant coefficient for the indirect route
between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion through work autonomy. The bias-corrected
percentile bootstrap method determines if the last condition is met.

The regression analysis revealed that, in the first step, ethical leadership positively predicted
emotional exhaustion, = 0.35, p < 0.01 [0.12; 0.44] (see Model 1, Table 2). In the second step, ethical
leadership positively predicted work autonomy, § = 0.17, p < 0.01 [0.03; 0.18] (Model 2, Table 2). In
the third step, after controlling ethical leadership, work autonomy positively predicted emotional
exhaustion, p = 0.59, p < 0.01 [0.14; 0.54] (Model 3, Table 2). Finally, the bias-corrected percentile
bootstrap method showed that the indirect effect of ethical leadership on emotional exhaustion
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through work autonomy was significant (ab=0.17*0.59=0.10, SE=0.03, CI of 95% = [0.11; 0.24]). The
mediation effect accounted for 32.67% of the total effect. The four criteria above were met to establish
a mediation effect supporting Hypothesis 2.

Table 2. Test of mediation effect of work autonomy on emotional exhaustion.

Predictors Model 1 (EE) Model 2 (WA) Model 3 (EE)
B SE t B SE t B SE t
EL 0.35" 0.03 5.97" 0.17" 0.01 6.87" 0.16" 0.02 489"
WA 0.59" 0.05 8.28"
R2 0.01 0.01 0.01
F 12.83" 14.96" 22.50™

Note: N=448. Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion at the top of the column.
EL=ethical leadership; EE=emotional exhaustion; WA=work autonomy. * p<0.05, *p<0.01, ***p<0.001.

7.3. Moderated Mediation Analysis

Hypothesis 3 in this study assumes that TI moderates the relationship between ethical leadership
and emotional exhaustion, ethical leadership and work autonomy, and work autonomy and
emotional exhaustion. Estimated were the moderating effects of TI on the relationship between
ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion (Model 1); on the relationship between ethical leadership
and work autonomy (Model 2); and on the relationship between work autonomy and emotional
exhaustion (Model 3). The specifications of the three models are summarized in Table 3 and Figure

2.
Table 3. Test of the moderated mediation effect of teleworking intensity.
Predictors Model 1 (EE) Model 2 (WA) Model 3 (EE)
B SE t B SE t B SE t
EL 0.22" 0.07 3.26™ 0.10 0.03 2.03"
TI -1.60™ 1.46 -2.22" 117" 0.57 2.09"
EL(x) TI -0.02" 0.02 -3.08™ 0.02™ 0.01 2.90"
WA 0.52* 0.26 2.89"
WA (x) TI -0.05™ 0.07 -3.24"
R? 0.01 0.01 0.01
F 9.93" 6.26" 10.50™

Note: N=448. EL=ethical leadership; TI= teleworking intensity; EE=emotional exhaustion; WA=work
autonomy. * p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
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Work Autonomy
(WA)

Ethical Leadership

(EL) Emotional Exhaustion

Teleworking Intensity
(TT)

(EL) x (TT) (WA) x (TT)

Figure 2. Proposed moderated mediation model unstandardized coefficients.

Results revealed the following: First, the relationship between ethical leadership and work
autonomy was moderated by TI (b=0.02, SE=0.01, CI of 95% = [0.20, 0.34]) (Table 3, Figure 2).
Additionally, Figure 3 explains the details of the moderation. The larger the number of teleworking
days, the more effective the impact of ethical leadership on work autonomy. The high, medium, and
low effects of TI are significant.

Intensity of teleworking
5 days
3 days
2 days

16,00

15,50

15,00

Work autonomy

14,50

14,00

46 4 48 4 50 &1 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 1]

Ethical leadership

Figure 3. Moderation process: ethical leadership and work autonomy.

Second, the relationship between work autonomy and emotional exhaustion was moderated by
TI (b =—0.05, SE=0.07, CI of 95% =[—0.19,—0.64]) (Table 3, Figure 2). Additionally, Figure 4 explains
the details of the moderation. The larger the number of teleworking days, the lower the positive effect
of work autonomy on emotional exhaustion. The high, medium, and low effects of TI are significant.
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Intensity of teleworking
2 days
3 days
5 days

Emotional exhaustion

Work autonomy

Figure 4. Moderation process: work autonomy and emotional exhaustion.

Third, the relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion was moderated by
TI (b =-0.02, SE = 0.02, IC of 95% = [- 0.07, - 0.29]) (Table 3, Figure 2). The number of teleworking
days reduces the positive impact of ethical leadership on emotional exhaustion until neutralizing it.
TI = 5 days (b = 0.11, SE = 0.06, 95% IC = [- 0.02, 0.23]) (Figure 5). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was
supported.

Intensity of teleworking
2 days
3 days

2 days 5 days

Emotional exhaustion

48 a7 48 4 50 1l 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 &0

Ethical leadership
Figure 5. Moderation process ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion.

8. Discussion

This research analyzed the relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion
and its implicit mechanisms in Colombia. Surprisingly, the results revealed that ethical leadership
was positively related to employees” emotional exhaustion in the Colombian electricity sector. Work
autonomy plays a mediator role in ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion. However, contrary
to expectations, it actively influenced employee exhaustion. Finally, teleworking intensity (TI)
moderated the mediating effect of work autonomy. These results will be examined in depth next.

Results indicated that ethical leadership is a factor that positively influences the stress and
emotional exhaustion perceived by employees of the Colombian electricity sector. Contrary to
expectations, this result does not agree with the conclusions of studies in other countries. In fact, we
have only found two partially coinciding investigations, specifically, [75,76]. These authors consider
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that ethical leadership negatively impacts employees' well-being through the anxiety caused by
excessively demanding organizational citizen behavior, or through a pessimistic vision of job
satisfaction and what is considered a full life.

Based on the social learning theory [77-79], followers will tend to want to imitate ethical leaders.
In this sense, employees likely use a large part of their resources to internalize the values transmitted
by the leader and try to have similar behaviors [80]. Probably, the responsibility associated with a
change in moral identity implies a significant emotional burden for followers, not because of the
authority exercised by the leader but because of self-imposed pressure [76]. This personal interest in
achieving such high role expectations is related to greater effort and difficult-to-achieve standards,
requiring a great investment of emotional energy. To fulfill this aspiration, it is foreseeable that the
ethical leader and the follower will bond through strong ethical pressure that will result in anxiety
and emotional exhaustion [75].

References, especially ethical leaders, are important in Colombia [81]. Additionally, public
sectors in the country are exposed to strong social pressure that often translates into stressful work
climates. Countless cases of corruption have tarnished the image of public servants and given rise to
different reactions. Included among the reactions is an awareness of ethics for employees to perform
under standards of transparency and good practices. Many employees, used to a culture that allowed
breaking the rules, may see this paradigm shift as an additional motivation to move closer to the
standards proposed by the ethical leader [82]. However, organizational change can negatively
influence the well-being of subordinates. Drawing on the person-environment fit theory, there is a
high probability that a new work context, when accompanied by inconsistent organizational support,
affects emotional exhaustion [83].

Therefore, a virtual work environment becomes an additional risk factor because perceived
social support (PSS) is not seen as a valuable work resource, as the sense of belonging and bonds of
trust are reduced. Loss of protective factors like leader support often leads to emotional exhaustion
[84].

On the other hand, the mediating effect of work autonomy helped ethical leadership and
emotional exhaustion to be positively related. Our research discovered that ethical leaders promote
work autonomy, but in a virtual work environment, this theoretical resource impacts the employee's
emotional health by reducing it.

The spatial and temporal flexibility offered by remote work is a factor that improves autonomy.
However, the “autonomy paradox” proposed by [85] indicates that an overly energetic predisposition
toward work ironically reduces personal autonomy. Certain norms or constant adjustments to job
positions make professionals feel obliged to be open-endedly available. This context limits digital
disconnection and can negatively affect the employee's emotional health [86].

Recent research concludes that the persistence and proactive behavior associated with high
autonomy can challenge employee well-being [87]. The increased work autonomy can lead
employees to work more intensely. This additional responsibility requires greater self-regulation
efforts that affect their emotional well-being until they are exhausted [88].

Furthermore, this research discovered that TI played a moderating role in the mediating process.
TI specifically increased the effect of ethical leadership on work autonomy and drastically reduced
the positive relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion until neutralizing it.
Likewise, TI buffered the impact of work autonomy on emotional exhaustion. These results
supported the assertion that TI can become an organizational resource instead of a risk factor.

First, the higher the impact of teleworking days, the higher the impact of ethical leadership on
work autonomy. Stable work environments and conditions increase the sense of belonging and
relationships of trust among group members [30]. In this sense, it has been shown that trust between
leader and follower positively affects commitment and motivation [89]. In fact, a deep relationship
between ethical leader and follower tends to intensify feelings of adequacy regarding the work
activity. This is because the ethical leader does not feel threatened by giving the follower the
legitimacy to make decisions through a strong perception of autonomy [90]. Therefore, work
autonomy becomes a tool for the follower to reciprocate the equity and justice of the ethical leader,
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through high doses of proactivity and effort [29,31]. Furthermore, recent studies have shown that TI
is intrinsically related to the feeling of increased autonomy to plan and decide [91].

Second, we found that Tl inversely moderated the positive relationship between work autonomy
and emotional exhaustion. The higher the number of teleworking days, the lower the positive effect
of work autonomy on emotional exhaustion.

[92] state that work autonomy is a demand by itself because it requires greater structuring and
planning. However, the ability to self-manage is a resource that can help combat autonomy demands.
Self-management is related to more skills, feedback, and development opportunities [93]. Self-
management means that employees exercise control over their behavior and are fully committed to
their decisions. Additionally, it helps to structure the work environment and increases self-
motivation. In this direction, TI represents an opportunity for employees to exercise greater control
over demands through new behavior patterns [91]. In other words, they can increase their
psychological resources and avoid the emotional costs of high work demands.

TI means that employees can adopt a stable rhythm, as they are not obliged to make virtual and
in-person spaces compatible. This helps prevent undesirable effects related to high autonomy, such
as time pressure or low perception of support [14,16]. From this perspective, the stability offered by
uninterrupted virtual work is related to positive moods [94]. The theory of Conservation of Resources
[25,39] proposes that a positive mental state increases the individual's capacity to produce resources
and well-being, which prevents emotional exhaustion.

Third, we discovered that TI moderated the positive relationship between ethical leadership and
emotional exhaustion in the opposite direction. That is to say, the number of teleworking days
decreased the negative impact of ethical leadership on the followers' emotional health to a stop.

Ethical leaders play a critical role in designing their followers' work environment, and leader-
follower interaction norms affect the emotional well-being of subordinates.

According to the COR and resource depletion theories [25,39,95], people have limited
capabilities to regulate their behaviors and exercise self-control. In this sense, a strictly normative
vision of the ethical leader (moral administrator) likely requires more control and certain behavioral
suppression from the follower [96]. Excessive concentration in one direction consumes self-regulatory
resources that emotionally exhaust the individual [97]. However, when this perception changes
through a high-quality relationship with the supervisor, the negative effect can be attenuated and
even reversed. For years, the principles of [98] have been a conceptual framework that attempts to
explain emotional exhaustion. An approach to leadership based on relationships, interactions, and
exchanges with followers can be a key aspect to buffer emotional exhaustion. In fact, the most
valuable part of this theory focuses on the quality and importance of the exchange [99].

In this sense, TI can amplify the leader-member exchange (LMX). Therefore, this interaction,
expanded through the number of teleworking days, can be a lever or a limit condition that optimizes
the positive aspects of teleworking and significantly reduces its negative dimensions [100,101].

LMX bonds are defined through two-way trust relationships, satisfying interactions, perceived
support, and formal and informal rewards. This favorable context creates a work environment where
followers feel more empowered and understood, reinforcing the basic psychological needs of
competence and relatedness [102]. Furthermore, TI becomes an optimal scenario for leadership to
compensate for the need for autonomy and reduce the follower's possible low perception of
belonging [14,16].

In this sense, the self-determination theory [103-106] stands out for its motivational components.
However, it has been widely used to analyze how work characteristics affect organizational outcomes
and employees' psychological functioning. Several studies have concluded that adequately satisfying
the requirements of autonomy, competence, and relatedness is negatively associated with emotional
exhaustion [107].

9. Limitations and Future Research

This research presents significant findings for organizations in the Colombian electricity sector
but is not free of limitations. First, this study focused on six public companies that have been subject
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to tremendous social pressure and have faced changes since 2015. Efforts to eliminate bribery and
corruption can foster an excessively rule-oriented management style (moral manager) that
overshadows the moral person characteristics of the ethical leader. This factor may explain the
positive relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion. Thus, future research
could explore other industrial sectors and non-public organizations.

Second, the problem of social desirability is probably one of the most critical challenges of
research with questionnaires where professionals provide information about themselves. According
to [69], aspects of the questionnaire can lead to biased responses by respondents to improve their
image. A possible solution is to previously measure the respondents' need for social approval [76].

Third, some arguments of this research are based on the LMX theory, which is not a study
variable. Future research may include LMX as a construct analyzed with the rest of the variables
because it is an essential element in the discussion established between leadership and follower
behavior. However, these limitations do not detract from the results obtained by the research. The
possible disadvantages of the ethical leader need further exploration to better understand their
impact on the followers' well-being. Furthermore, the e-ethical version of this management style has
hardly been studied, and new research must focus on the effect of ethical leaders in virtual work
environments. Colombian culture is characterized by poor institutional collectivism [81]. Thus, we
suggest that future studies continue to insist on the role of ethical leadership within Colombian
territory since that perception may change.

Fourth, the cross-sectional design of this research prevents us from accurately knowing the
causal impact of ethical leadership. In fact, leadership has a dynamic character that varies with time.
Therefore, we propose a longitudinal study with several waves to detect possible oscillations [108].

Fifth, future research may consider other variables that may explain the potential negative
impacts of ethical leadership on followers' well-being, such as lack of job security or certain
personality traits such as neuroticism [75]. Finally, it would be interesting to use emotional
exhaustion as a moderating variable to observe the impact of ethical leaders on other employee
behaviors, including organizational commitment or motivation.

10. Practical Implications

This is the first study to our knowledge that establishes a relationship between ethical leadership
and emotional exhaustion in Colombia. Although this research is based on a specific sector, the
Colombian electricity sector, we consider that important practical implications can be extracted. In
this idea, the behaviors of the ethical leader are dynamic and do not necessarily have to be positive
[75,76,96].

Considering the COR theory, the ethical leader can promote an increase in the follower's
resource consumption until reaching emotional exhaustion. For example, [109] think that ethical
leadership is curvilinearly related to Organizational Citizenship Behavior (OCB). Specifically, a high
perception of ethical leadership tends to transform into a moral reproach that disconnects followers
and neutralizes their intentions to contribute to the organization with extra-role behaviors. [96]
establish a relationship between ethical leadership and abusive behavior. Surprisingly, a constant
demonstration of moral behavior can lead to emotional exhaustion and unethical behavior through
mechanisms such as licenses or moral credits. In this sense, [110] conclude that ethical leaders can
feel emotionally overwhelmed when they see themselves surpassed by their beliefs. Monitoring of
employees inversely moderates this effect. On the other hand, ethical leaders have barely been
analyzed in their virtual version, E-ethical leadership [10].

Therefore, an important question to ask ourselves is to what extent the characteristics of the
ethical leader can be beneficial for developing a virtual work environment where face-to-face
interaction disappears.

[111] consider that the main challenges faced by virtual leaders are the appropriate choice of
communication technologies, cultural diversity, electronic ethics, and trust. On their side, [112]
suggest that electronic leadership can influence from different approaches, specifically by supporting
employees in managing their emotions or impacting their behaviors.
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Ethical leaders and their dynamics can significantly contribute to remote and virtual work under
these conditions. First, the ethical leader is fair and balanced. From this angle, they can cushion
negative aspects associated with teleworking, particularly climates of excessive work or time
pressure that negatively influence work and life balance [113-115]. The ethical leader can establish
strong digital disconnection policies by rewarding or punishing behaviors [116].

Second, the ethical leader actively listens to employees. This capacity is associated with respect
and understanding as it includes emotional, cognitive, and behavioral skills. For this reason, it is a
key competence in digital contexts. Developing this skill can help prevent the teleworker's social
isolation, guarantee better and more constant feedback, procure acceptance of diversity or better
cultural fluency, and even improve the person-job fit or guarantee better task planning.

Third, the ethical leader is trustworthy. In this sense, trust builds environments of psychological
safety and empowerment. Improving the follower’s emotional security is an effective strategy to
prevent burnout and prepare for future change initiatives [117]. Furthermore, it promotes
cooperation and interpersonal communication, which are very important in remote work
environments [118]. Ethical leaders, by being accessible, persevering, and inspiring, can establish the
necessary conditions for psychological safety to grow.

Fourth, the ethical leader considers employees’ best interests and their values. This aspect can
impact virtual environments from several perspectives. To begin, it guarantees inclusive gender
equality policies and respect for religious diversity. Additionally, it influences the embeddedness and
commitment of the follower. In this sense, support cultures are effective in the fight against emotional
exhaustion for supporting an adequate management of emotions [119].

Finally, ethical leaders must manage emotional demands and their personal and administrative
facets. Incorporating mentoring processes is a resource that can influence the leader's intrinsic
motivation and simultaneously reduce anxiety or emotional exhaustion [120]. The leader's balance
directly influences the followers' behavior. It prevents abusive behavior or subordinates from feeling
that their moral dimension is undervalued [96,121].

Furthermore, effective leadership in remote, digital environments must promote autonomy by
addressing the followers’ psychological needs. It must also provide team members with the necessary
tools to deal with the autonomy paradox and prevent adverse effects such as workaholism [85]. In
conclusion, ethical leaders are role models of positive and emotionally healthy work behaviors [122].

11. Conclusion

This study unpredictably found that ethical leadership positively influences followers'
emotional exhaustion. Work autonomy explains why ethical leadership is positively related to
employees' emotional exhaustion in the Colombian electricity sector. As expected, TI is a resource
that improves all relationships within the mediation process. Specifically, TI progressively reduced
the positive relationship between ethical leadership and emotional exhaustion until its impact
stopped. Furthermore, the positive effect of the ethical leader on work autonomy increased as TI
increased. Finally, work autonomy buffered its impact on emotional exhaustion as a function of the
Tl increase. These results could explain the TI inconsistency in previous research. Additionally, these
findings suggest that ethical leadership can influence positively and negatively, and Tl is a situational
aspect that explains orientation changes. In summary, working virtually five days a week is a strategy
that amplifies the leader-member relationship and becomes an advantage to effectively combat
emotional exhaustion.
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