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Abstract. The paper builds on the current trend in scholarly literature that reflects leadership from an ethical perspective. It
introduces a new conceptualization of the values oriented leadership (VOL) and based on results of a pilot study, it informs on
the level of VOL in the Slovak business environment and on systematic differences in VOL related to multiple individual and
organizational factors. Contrary to the literature, results show that the VOL does not differ substantially between female and
male leaders. Furthermore, this study adds to the current leadership ethics research also in that it includes two rarely investigated
factors — the “length of leader-follower cooperation” and the “frequency of leader-follower interaction” Both show an effect
on the perceived VOL level; the theorized positive correlation with the frequency of leader-follower interaction is confirmed,
nevertheless, somewhat surprisingly, results imply that the length of leader-follower cooperation affects negatively leader’s per-
ceived ethicality at work. This study proves also differences in VOL based on regional company location and company size, with
leaders in small companies rated significantly lower in VOL than leaders in large companies. The difference in VOL between
leaders in Slovak-owned and foreign-owned companies is not established. Yet, compared to the private sector, this study confirms

significantly lower VOL in the state-owned companies.
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Introduction

The last economic and financial crisis has been, undoubte-
dly, a strong impetus for intensifying research within busi-
ness ethics. Declarations of many prominent authorities in
both the political and business environment suggest that
this issue needs to be handled with an increased atten-
tion. In one of his speeches, the former President of the
European Commission, José Manuel Barroso said that “as
the financial and economic crisis progresses, it becomes
increasingly clear that the moment has come to reconcile
economic governance with our fundamental ethical values
on which the European project has been based over the
last 50 years” (European Commission 2009). Recognized
economist Antonio Argandona presented in his seminal
paper on the ethical causes of the financial crisis the idea

that the crisis is not unique in that it is based on the ethical
misconduct of those concerned. Its specificity is that it is
a crisis of leadership and, in general, of management in
organizations (Argandona 2012).

Thus, to address ethical concerns at the company lev-
el requires increasing the ethical awareness of leaders in
organizations. Clearly, the workplace plays an important
role in forming the moral behaviour of individuals and it
is the leaders who are primarily responsible for the level
of ethicality in organizations. Leaders have the power to
model the behaviour of their colleagues in the field of mo-
rality. The literature offers a varied palette of empirically
based arguments in this respect. For instance, Trevino et al.
(2003) point out that the ethical leadership promotes ethi-
cal behaviour of employees in the organization. Based on
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Schein’s (2010) work, leaders’ behaviour influences follow-
ers behaviour through role modelling in that employees
learn, and also somewhat reproduce, the behaviour of their
leaders. As Weaver et al. (2005) note, leaders play a major
role in shaping ethical behaviour and moral standards of
employees. Mayer et al. (2009) argue that ethical leadership
is the very foundation of an ethical organizational culture,
since ethical leadership stems from the highest placesin the
organizational structure and positively correlates with the
ethical behaviour of lower-ranking managers. Furthermore,
Brown and Trevino (2006) assume ethical leadership has a
positive impact on ethical decision-making of employees
and on their prosocial behaviour, i.e. organizational loyalty;
and on the contrary, ethical leadership is negatively cor-
related with counterproductive employee behaviour. In a
similar vein, Avey et al. (2012) show that ethical leadership
has a positive influence on employees’ sense of well-being
and their job satisfaction as leader encourages co-workers
to openly express opinions and ideas. Thus, employees
under the leadership of an ethical leader are optimistic,
self-confident and aware that they have an impact on what
is happening in the company. Furthermore, for instance,
Wang and Kleiner (2005) discuss on the importance for
top management to be ethical role models for decreasing
employee unethical behaviour and development of an hon-
est and satisfactory working environment. Bai et al. (2017)
propose that ethical leadership fosters an ethical climate that
generates a moral context impacting employees’ behaviour
in teams. According to Uhl-Bien and Carsten (2007) by
empowering co-workers, an ethical leader gives them the
opportunity to grow morally and employees are thus better
prepared to face the unethical behaviour of other managers
and business owners. The ethics-oriented communication
and behaviour of leaders considerably attract followers’ at-
tention (Jordan etal. 2013). Managers should therefore “ask
themselves what they can do to make the ethical dimension
of their leadership salient in the social context” (Trevino
etal. 2003: 30).

This paper builds on the current trend in scholarly lit-
erature that reflects the leadership and management froma
prosocial humanistic view (e.g., Dierksmeier 2016). While
today the leadership ethics discourse is well established in
Western Europe and the US, in Slovakia this trend has be-
gun to develop with a certain lag and currently it is still at
the brink of scholarly attention. Despite a growing societal
demand for higher accountability in leadership work, the
values of responsibility and humanism are still somewhat
underemphasized in practice. Hence, this study adds to the
current debate on leadership ethics and presents a working
model of the values oriented leadership together with pre-
liminary results from a pilot study carried out in the Slovak
business environment. The main aim is to assess the level
of values oriented leadership in companies operating in

Slovakia and to investigate potential significant differences
in its level based on multiple individual and organizational
factors.

1. Theoretical underpinnings to the values
oriented leadership

The values oriented leadership (VOL) is based on the idea
that the effectiveness of laws and other regulations begins
and ends with the ethicality of individual managers and
company owners. In addition, it reflects on the fundamental
change in understanding what is meant by the “effective
leadership” and who is a “successful leader”. As discussed in
the above outlined Introduction, today it seems that ethical
leadership is not just a rhetoric “add-on” of the classical
theories of leadership, but it reflects a paradigmatically
fundamental change in the scientific discourse in question.
This change in the understanding of leadership, and mana-
gement in general, can be referred to as the “turn to ethics”
in leadership. Put differently, this twist in the discourse
represents a departure from the traditional “profits-only”
mentality and instrumental understanding of the leader as
a person whose main task is to achieve success in the form
of financial profits. As Schwartz et al. (2005) note, company
executives should no longer focus only on maximizing firm
performance and corporate governance should no longer
be considered distinct from ethics. Considering that VOL
associates with the ethical rationality in the work environ-
ment, not only the profit but also the ethical way how to
achieve this goal is important. Success is then defined as the
development and wellbeing of all parties involved, whilst
the primary duty of the leader is to make principled and fair
decisions in relation to employees and other stakeholders.

As VOL represents a relatively new terrain within ethi-
calleadership studies, to date no systematic approach to its
exploration has been established. The scientific discourse
is largely fragmented and underdeveloped, while the con-
ceptual ambiguities halt streamlining VOL in practice. This
situation is even more problematic due to considerable ter-
minological vagueness in the use of terms such as “values
oriented”, “values driven”, “values centred”, and probably
their most commonly used alternative, the “values based”
leadership. In this context, it is important to note that the
term “values oriented” is regarded as a synonym to “values
based” leadership in this study. Although there is a slight
distinction in the meaning of both words, the literature
does not differentiate between the two. Both terms denote
the same phenomenon, namely the inclination of leaders
to ethical behaviour and decision-making rooted in their
strong conviction about the importance of certain ethical
principles in the company and in business in general.

In the theory, there are at least three distinct approaches
to the respective concept. First, some authors regard values
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oriented (or values based) leadership as a specific style based
on particular set of principles that leaders should exemplify
through their decisions and behaviour at workplace. For in-
stance, Lebow and Simon (1997) point to eight basic people
values for organizations: truth, trust, mentoring, openness,
giving credit, risk-taking, honesty, and caring. Kraemer
(2011) builds his definition of values based leadership on
four principles: self-reflection, balance, self-confidence, and
humility.

Second, other portion of the VOL literature uses the
term “values oriented/based leadership” as a roof term for
various theories focusing on moral, authentic, principled
and ethical dimension of leadership (e.g., Berger 2014,
Copeland 2014). Thus, the term values based leadership
covers concepts like ethical, spiritual, responsible, servant,
authentic, transformational, charismatic or paternalistic
leadership.

Third, the least populated approach does not specify any
particular values in VOL. Instead, this approach explores
the underlying processes of VOL, i.e. how ethics is actually
conveyed by the values oriented leaders and what types of
methods are involved in that. For instance, Prilleltensky
(2000) introduces a model of values based leadership that
describes the underlying tensions at play between the in-
terests of leaders, workers and communities. Furthermore,
he posits that values based leaders need to alleviate these
tensions by clarifying values, promoting harmony between
values, interests and power, enhancing congruence and con-
fronting people and groups subverting values or abusing
power to promote personal interests (Prilleltensky 2000).
Based on her corporate experience, Dean (2008) defines the
concept as leading by example, that is, ethical role model-
ling in “doing the right thing for the right reasons and not
compromising core principles” (Dean 2008: 3).

Inline with O’ Toole (2008) this study distinguishes VOL
from other leadership concepts like the transformational,
paternalistic or servant leadership. In accordance with the
above discussed first approach, here the VOL is regarded
as a distinct style of leading others established on specific
principles. Its delineation follows on five prominent theories
that directly and explicitly refer to the ethical side of the
leadership process, namely the ethical leadership (Trevino
et al. 2000, Brown et al. 2005, Brown and Trevino 2006,
Kalshoven etal. 2011, Eisenbeiss 2012), spiritual leadership
(Fry 2003, Chen and Li 2013), servant leadership (Barbuto
and Wheeler 2006, Liden et al. 2008, Sendjaya et al. 2008,
Van Dierendonck and Nuijten 2011), authentic leadership
(Avolio and Gardner 2005, Gardner et al. 2005a, 2005b,
Gardneretal. 2011), and responsible leadership (Maak and
Pless 2006, Freeman and Auster 2011, Pless and Maak 2011,
Voegtlin et al. 2012).

Furthermore, the VOL delineation builds on several the-
oretical streams, namely on social learning theory (Bandura

1971), leader-member and social exchange perspective
(Graen 1976, Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995), and humanistic
management approach (Dierksmeier 2016).

First, according to Trevino and Brown (2005), em-
ployees learn what to do, and what not to do, by observing
leader’s behaviour and its consequences. The social learning
perspective points out leaders have a real power to influence
others through role modelling and setting an example for
others how to behave. By their own behaviour they show
to others what are the norms and rules that are expected
and desirable.

Second, the leader-member exchange theory suggests
that the essence of the leadership process is to build rela-
tionships between the leader and the subordinates, while
the quality of these relationships will fundamentally affect
the responsibilities, decision-making and performance
of the subordinates (Deluga 1998). The relationships that
leader builds and develops with other people are the basis
for mutual trust, respect and positive emotional connection
between team membersleading to organizational effective-
ness (Liden et al. 1997). This implies that followers identify
with theleader in case they believe in fairness and honesty of
leader’s deeds. Leader-member relationship develops over
time and must be rooted in trustworthiness of both parties
and reciprocity (Trevino and Brown 2005). As a person’s
sincerity and trustworthiness are mirrored in the consis-
tency in words and deeds, the VOL requires the leader to
reflect on own behaviour, to exercise introspection and to be
open to feedback, and eventually also critique, from others.
In addition, it presupposes a high level of authenticity in
the sense of staying truthful to oneself and to own values.

Third, VOL contributes to the humanization of the
workplace environment as it represents a departure from the
purely instrumental understanding of the leader as some-
body whose main aim and responsibility lies in attaining
profits (Lasdkova et al. 2015, Remi$ovd et al. 2016). As such,
VOL implies humanistic understanding of the leader as a
humble altruist, who understands the importance of a cer-
tain higher sense in life and strives for the (self)development
and wellbeing for all relevant stakeholders.

Abstracting from the above discussed theories, the VOL
entails five basic elements: leader’s self-reflection, consecu-
tive authenticity in decisions and behaviour, influencing
others by ethical role modelling, the pursuit of self-devel-
opment as well as development of others, and altruism in
relationship to other people.

The (1) Self-reflection denotes leader’s ability of intro-
spection and the will to learn more about oneself, about
one’s place in society and life, about own abilities and skills.
The self-reflection unveils to the leader how he/she interacts
with others, how he/she influences them (and how he/she is
influenced by others) and what patterns show off in leader’s
behaviour in different situations (in life or at work).
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The (2) Authenticity relates to the ability of the leader
to be himself and at the same time to allow others to be
themselves and to freely express their opinion. The authen-
ticity embodies respect for individual differences between
people, acceptance of different individuals and their diverse
needs or life goals, and promotion of the values of accuracy,
truthfulness and verity in interpersonal relations.

Leader as the (3) Role model significantly influences
others to follow him. Others want to be like the leader, in
that they identify with the leader. Under his/her leadership,
people feel they could be successful since the leader serves
as an example of how to behave and how to solve workplace
problems.

The (4) (Self)Development element implies that the lead-
er cares for personal and professional growth, continuously
learns and actively acquires new knowledge serving to both
personal and organizational progress. The leader strives to
keep up with the recent knowledge in the field. At the same
time, he/she tries to induce the same attitude in other people
(followers, colleagues, etc.). The leader does not impede the
growth of other people at work. On the contrary, the leader
encourages them to progress through preparing the best
possible conditions, in which they can develop and gain new
experiences. Leader closely follows the progress of people
and helps them to develop their abilities and skills.

Finally, the (5) Altruism means selflessness and kind-
ness to other people. Leader strives for the well-being of
others. In respecting the others, the leader does not reduce
others as merely tools to achieve his/her own goals. The
leader goes beyond the limits of a cold calculation and is
willing to sacrifice own interests or benefits for the good
of the others. The leader likes people and actually enjoys
working with them. He/she is willing to help others if they
are in difficulties.

To build a usable tool to measure the level of VOL in
companies, we operationalized the above delineated five
VOL components in an initial pool of 70 items, which were
consecutively validated and reduced in several follow-up
quantitative and qualitative studies (Blahunkova 2018). The
validation resulted in a 24-item VOLQ (Values Oriented
Leadership Questionnaire). The next section of this paper
describes the preliminary results based on the VOLQ and
identifies systematic differences in the VOL level in the
Slovak business environment based on multiple individ-
ual and organizational factors. As this is the first study on
VOL in the Slovak business environment, it is exploratory
in nature. Instead of positing hypotheses on the relation-
ship between VOL and particular factors, we postulate two
broader research questions:

RQ1 What is the level of values oriented leadership in
companies operating in Slovakia?

RQ2 Are there any significant differences in the level of
values oriented leadership that are related to selected indi-
vidual and organizational factors?

2. Methodology

This pilot study was carried out in spring 2018 as part of a
series of validation studies aimed at creating a reliable tool
to measure the level of VOL in companies. The sample was
convenience-based and in final included 288 individual
participants from diverse industries. The call for partici-
pation with the link to e-questionnaire was disseminated
through various online channels via direct email, social
networks and multiple Facebook groups (professional,
student, alumni). The final dataset included Slovak res-
pondents who are currently employed and have one direct
supervisor (leader).

2.1. Sample

The sample (N = 288) entailed 34% of men and 66% of
women participants. The average age was 31 years with
the span from 19 to 60 years. According to educational
background, 61% had university education. Almost 60%
worked in the Bratislava region (region with the capital
city). Up to 19% served at managerial position, whilst the
rest of the sample was non-managerial employees. About
66% were fulltime employees; others were employed on a
short-term or casual basis. As for the length of cooperation
with a given leader, 20% of participants worked with the
leader less than six months, 51% worked with the current
leader up to three years, 20% more than three and less than
six years, and 10% worked with a given leader for more
than six years. As for the frequency of direct interaction,
67% had frequent (daily) contact with their leaders, 27%
were interacting occasionally, and 7% had almost no direct
face-to-face contact with the leader. About 83% participants
were of the same nationality as their leader. As to the lea-
ders’ gender, 59% were male managers. From the viewpoint
of company size, 13% of participants worked in micro (up
to nine employees) companies, 20% in small (with up to
49 employees) companies, 40% in medium size (50-249
employees) companies and 28% in large companies (with
more than 250 employees). The biggest proportion worked
in IT/ICT companies (22%), followed by services in general
(13%), sales & marketing (12%) and heavy industry (10%).
Slightly more than 22% worked in state owned compa-
nies, 64% in Slovak-owned companies, and 63% worked
in companies that were active in markets abroad in export
and sales.

2.2. Scale

The level of values oriented leadership was measured with
VOLQ (Values Oriented Leadership Questionnaire). The
VOLQ construct validity was established in several fol-
low-up qualitative and quantitative studies (Blahunkova
2018). The initial pool included 70 items. After assessing
its face, content, convergent, discriminant and predictive
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Table 1. Descriptive results

Mean Std.Dev. Skew. Kurt. 1 2 3 4
1 Self-reflection 4.34 1.806 -0.373 -1.009
2 Altruism 5.03 1.615 -0.676 -0.589 674"
3 Role model 427 1.812 -0.340 -1.092 652" 670"
4 (Self)Development 4.96 1.535 -0.741 -0.360 615" 678" 717"
5 Authenticity 4.76 1.579 -0.539 -0.770 682" 709" 655" 636"
VOL total 4.67 1.565 -0.549 -0.827

Note: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Mean values on scale 1 to 7 (Strongly disagree — Strongly agree).

validity, the final scale was reduced to 24 items and de-
monstrated a very high level of internal consistency with
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.974. The exploratory factor analysis
with an oblique rotation (direct oblimin) showed that all
of the items loaded on one factor that accounted for 63%
of the variance in data.

The VOLQ asks respondents to assess their leaders on
a seven-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”. Three items regard leader’s self-reflection (example:
“My leader is able to accept criticism”), three items relate to
role modelling (example: “I feel to be a true follower of my
leader”), six items consider (self)development (example:
“For my leader, my development is one of his/her priori-
ties”), six items regard leader’s authenticity (example: “My
leader encourages me to tell him/her openly in case I dis-
agree”), and six items relate to leader’s altruism (example:
“My leader is willing to help me in case I have personal
problems”).

To address the second research question, we have se-
lected nine factors with varying degree of support in prior
literature on the relationship between ethical leadership
and individual (demographic) and organizational (com-
pany) characteristics. The individual variables employed
in this study entailed the (1) leader’s gender (female/male),
(2) leader-rater nationality (leader and follower share the
same/have different nationality), (3) length of experience
with the leader (follower works with the leader for less than
six months/more than months and less than three years/
more than three years and less than six years/more than six
years), (4) leader-rater frequency of interaction (high, i.e.
leader and follower are in daily direct contact/medium, i.e.
they are in contact occasionally/low, i.e. they interact rarely).
The organizational variables included the (5) companyloca-
tion (the company is located in Bratislava region/in other
Slovak regions), (6) owner 1 (state/private), (7) owner 2
(Slovak/foreign), (8) international export-sales (yes, the
company engages in export or sales internationally/no, the
company is not engaged internationally), and (9) company
size (micro, with up to nine employees/small, with ten to 49
employees/medium, with 50 to 249 employees/large, with
250+ employees).

3. Results

Table 1 shows descriptive results for the overall level of
VOL in Slovak companies (M = 4.67) and for the indivi-
dual VOL dimensions, with Altruism scoring the highest
(M = 5.03) and Role modelling scoring the lowest (M =
4.27). Based on Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, data were non-
normally distributed (p < 0.001) and skewed left (-0.549)
with a negative kurtosis of lighter-tailed distribution of
data (-0.827). According to Kendall’s tau-b test, the five
VOLQ dimensions are positively correlated, while the t
varies from 0.615 lowest to 0.717 highest.

In addition, to be able to control for the effect of related
variables, partial correlation analysis between VOL and the
nine factors was conducted. We have controlled for rat-
ers gender, education level and position in the company
(managerial/non-managerial). Table 2 shows the respec-
tive results.

Table 2. Correlations between VOL and individual and orga-
nizational factors

Individual/Organizational Factors VOL
Leader gender -0.048
Leader-Rater nationality 0.002
Length of experience with the leader -.255"
Leader-Rater frequency of interaction -.169"
Company location -.179"
Owner 1 239”7
Owner 2 0.037
International export-sales -293"
Company size 0.027

Note: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Due to the non-normal distribution of data, Mann-
Whitney test (for comparing two groups) and Kruskal-
Wallis test (for comparing three or more groups) were
used to identify the significant differences in the sample
(see Table 3).

Results (Table 3) indicate significant differences in
the values oriented leadership level in six out of the nine
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Table 3. Significant differences in VOL between groups

Individual/Organi- | Asymp. VOL mean
zational Factors Sig. between groups
4.74-4.58
Leader gender 0.415 Male/Female
Leader-Rater 4.67-4.68
. . 0.797 .
nationality Same/Different
Length of experien- 0.000 5.24-4.69-4.69-3.53
ce with the leader ’ <6m/6m-3y/3y-6y/>6y
%rzaiirlfat:fr ool |487-428-424
requency ’ High/Medium/Low
interaction
4.90-4.33
Company location 0.004 | Bratislava region/Other
regions
Owner 1 0.000 |>97-487
State/Private
4.60-4.87
Owner 2 0-509 Slovak/Foreign
International 5.03-4.08
export-sales 0.000 Yes/No
. 5.11-4.09-4.74-4.80
Company size 0.018 Micro/Small/Medium/Large

Note: VOLQ Mean values on scale 1 to 7 (Strongly disagree -
Strongly agree).

examined factors. As to the individual factors, the gender
of the assessed leader does not have any relationship with
the rater’s perception of the respective leader (p = 0.415).
Similarly, the level of VOL is not dependent on whether or
not the leader and the follower share the same nationality (p
=0.797). Length of experience with the leader significantly
influences VOL perceptions in that the longer respondents
work with the leader, the less they perceive their superior
as a values oriented leader (p = 0.000). The mean value
for employees who work with the assessed leader less than
six months is M = 5.24, while those who work with the
leader longer (more than six months and less than three
years, and more than three years and less than six years)
rate their leader somewhat lower in VOL (M = 4.69 for both
groups). People working with a given leader for more than
six years ascribe the leader the lowest VOL score with M =
3.53. Furthermore, the frequency of interaction between
the follower and the leader influences the level of perceived
VOL, too (p =0.001). Leaders who are in daily face-to-face
contact with followers are evaluated more favourably (M =
4.87), whilsta somewhat lower preference is given to leaders
who are in just an occasional contact with their followers
(M = 4.28). The lowest VOL is attributed to leaders with
rare interaction with followers (M = 4.24).

As for the organizational factors, company location plays
role (p = 0.004) in that leaders working in the Bratislava
region (M = 4.90) attain higher levels of VOL than their
counterparts from other Slovak regions (M = 4.33). There

is a systematic difference also based on whether the com-
pany is owned by the state or a private owner (p = 0.000),
with leaders working in state-owned companies lower in
VOL (M = 3.97) and leaders working in private companies
considerably higher in VOL (M = 4.87). There is no notable
difference in whether the company is Slovak or foreign (p =
0.509). Nevertheless, leaders working in companies with
foreign activities (export or sales to markets abroad) are
significantly higher in VOL (M =5.03, p =0.000) than their
counterparts (M = 4.08). Company size is also a differen-
tiator in respect to the VOL (p = 0.018). The highest level
of VOL was identified in micro companies with less than
ten employees (M = 5.11), followed by medium and large
companies (M =4.74, M = 4.80 respectively), whilst the low-
est VOL score was obtained for leaders in small companies
with up to 49 employees (M = 4.09).

4. Discussion and implications

The overall VOL score indicates that the perceived values
orientation of leaders working in Slovak companies is so-
mewhat medium high. This is in line with results of a pri-
or leadership research in Slovakia on a sample of more
than 800 managers. It was carried out based on the ELS
tool (Brown et al. 2005) and showed that Slovak followers
perceived their supervisors as ethical leaders on a slightly
above average level with the mean value 5.07 measured on
a seven-point scale (Lasakova et al. 2017). Although here
the results of VOLQ with the mean value of 4.67 are less in
favour of the leaders, it should be noted that the sample in
the prior research based on ELS included only managerial
personnel, whereas in this study also non-managerial res-
pondents have participated, who could have a more critical
stance to their supervisors.

Although the VOLQ is unidimensional, some interest-
ing findings regard the differences between its five compo-
nents. Leaders in Slovak companies are more altruistic and
oriented to (self)development, and on the other hand, they
are lower in self-reflection, authenticity and role model-
ling. These outcomes show that, to some extent, leaders
are better at helping themselves and others to grow and
in maintaining close friendly interpersonal relationships
with followers. On the other side, leaders are less equipped
in reflecting their own behaviour and how it shapes their
image and is perceived by the other employees. To help their
leaders, companies might implement specialized authen-
ticity trainings for leaders. For instance, Ibarra (2015) sug-
gests for leaders setting clear goals for personal learning
and learning from taking charge of an unfamiliar role,
from diverse role models, or from structured feedback
including constructive critique. Nevertheless, in Slovak
culture the latter might be particularly hard to digest due
to a history of higher power distance that encourages face-
saving behaviour in leaders.
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The analysis of systematic differences in the VOL level
across various individual and organizational characteris-
tics unveiled some unexpected findings. First, our results
show the VOL level does not differentiate between female
leaders and their male counterparts. This is somewhat sur-
prising since a large proportion of the ethical leadership
and decision-making literature suggests women are more
ethically sensitive than men (e.g., Simga-Mugan et al. 2005,
Herington and Weaven 2008, Oumlil and Balloun 2009,
Chen etal. 2016). Similarly, also the cultural differences be-
tween the leader and the follower did not affect the results of
the perceived VOL level. This is interesting since literature
suggests culture could have predictive or explanatory power
in this respect, for instance Stajkovic and Luthans (1997)
propose a social cognitive model how national culture in-
fluences business ethical standards and individual moral
development. Our results are promising in that the VOLQ
tool might be free of cultural bias and could be used within
diverse cultural settings. Nevertheless, this assumption
needs thorough validation in future research.

Second, two variables are quite novel in ethical leader-
ship research. The “length of leader-follower cooperation”
and the “frequency of leader-follower interaction” both
showed effect on the level of perceived VOL. Surprisingly,
longer leader-follower relationships bring lower perceived
VOL in leaders. This implies that the amount of time spent
with the leader might affect negatively leader’s perceived
ethicality at work. Possible interpretation could be that the
longer the employee collaborates with the leader, the more
information and a more complete picture of the leader’s
personality the follower can obtain. Knowing a person re-
ally needs time. As the time passes by, the follower reveals
differing personality facets of the leader with all the subtle
nuances in behaviour, petite incongruences and potential
ethical missteps, this leading to a more critical evaluation
ofleader’s ethicality and values orientation. As for the other
variable, “frequency of leader-follower interaction”, litera-
ture provides some, although very limited, evidence on its
effects. Deriving from the Antonakis and Atwater’s (2002)
study, it could be assumed that the leader-follower interac-
tion frequency is related to the degree of ethical direction
and feedback followers receive and that the lower frequency
will be associated with higher distance between the leader
and followers. In our study, leaders frequently interacting
with followers are rated more favourable in terms of values
orientation than leaders whose contact is occasional or almost
non-existent. The VOL is partially based on authenticity,
while according to Gardner et al. (2005a) the authenticity
isin turn based on trust. Leader’s frequent exposure toward
followers might help to build trust (given that the leader is
ethical). In another research on the effects of transforma-
tional leadership, Mulla and Krishnan (2012) proved that
high frequency of leader-follower interaction enhanced

the impact of transformational leadership on work ethics
orientation of the followers. Likewise, our results suggest
that in case leaders and followers interact more frequently,
more opportunities raise for transferring leader’s values
toward followers.

Third, regarding the examined organizational factors,
some of them proved to be related with the level of VOL in
companies. While the regional differences in VOL between
Bratislava region and the other Slovak regions were proved,
the difference between Slovak and foreign-owned companies
was not confirmed. This is in sharp contrast with the prior
ethical leadership research, where authors inferred that de-
spite substantial economic differences no significant dis-
parities in ethical leadership between Slovak regions were
found and that the foreign-owned companies exhibited
substantially higher levels of ethical leadership than the
Slovak-owned companies (Lasdkova et al. 2017). Yet, here
the VOL results are derived from a pilot study on a smaller
number of participants and as such have to be confirmed
in larger samples.

Fourth, notable finding regards the significant difference
in VOL between state- and private-owned companies in
Slovakia. If the owner is the state, or it is a public organization,
respondents evaluate their leaders more critically and perceive
them much less values oriented. This is in line with prelimi-
nary findings of Remi$ova et al. (2015) in that they posit
the public sector in Slovakia is lagging behind the private
sector in ethical leadership. In addition, besides the ethical
leadership, their results indicate differences in favour of the
leaders in private companies also in regard to the ethical
decision-making as well as the level of knowledge leaders
have in ethics. This gap in ethics between private and pub-
lic organizations was noted also in previous research. For
instance, Beeri etal. (2013: 59) argue that the “need to eradi-
cate corruption and improve the ethical standards of elected
officials and public servants has become a major issue on
the public agenda throughout the Western world”. Likewise,
Downe etal. (2016) point out that local government organi-
zations are a vital focus for ethics research, given that they
have considerable responsibility for distributing significant
money from public funds. Svensson et al. (2009) showed
that the private sector companies were more engaged with
ethics management than the public sector entities. Public
employees work in a complex and unstable environment,
which is more prone to ambiguity and outside influences
(Boyne 2002) and public managers face a more diverse set
of stakeholders than private-sector managers (Tomescu and
Popescu 2013). This puts their ethicality particularly under
pressure. Importantly, the ethical leadership is likely to in-
crease subordinate willingness to report ethical problems
(Hassan et al. 2014). Considering the unflattering results
on weak values orientation of public companies’ leaders
in this study, the human resource management in public
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organizations should focus especially on the ethical devel-
opment of their leaders.

Finally, the differences in VOL based on the company
size are intriguing, too. Results show quite high VOL scores
were attributed to leaders in micro companies, whereas lead-
ers in small companies were rated significantly worse than
leaders in medium and large companies. We assume that in
the sample the micro companies with less than ten employ-
ees were especially smaller family businesses or start-ups
where the relationships with the leaders are often informal
and the overall climate is unequivocally relaxed. This might
contribute to the higher level of VOL in micro companies,
as Kalshoven and Boon (2012) found in their research an
informal work environment facilitates leader’s potential
for personalized approach to employees and that small
team leaders rely more on the informal and somewhat less
tangible ways of managing people based on personal role
modelling. On the other hand, in case of larger companies
in our sample with more than 50 employees, the higher
level of VOL might be affected by implementation of eth-
ics management infrastructures (systematic monitoring of
unethical conduct, whistle-blowing channels/hotlines, eth-
ics counselling, etc.) that are more often employed in larger
companies than in the small ones. Interestingly, our results
suggest that particularly small companies with ten to fifty
employees are exposed to the risks associated with lower
VOL. According to Spence (1999) small firms are controlled
mostly by informal mechanisms, mistrusting bureaucracy
and strained by multi-tasking. Small companies typically
employ fewer specialists and thus the HRM or ethics man-
agement is marked by lower priority and eventually also
lower professionalism. Our results show that small firms’
owners should pay raised attention to sophisticated selec-
tion of leaders with clear ethical orientation. As formalized
ethics tools (e.g., codes of ethics and ethical standards) are
likely ineffective in small companies (Spence and Lozano
2000), the responsibility for creating and maintaining an
ethical workplace is dependent on the moral awareness of
small firms’ owners and the values orientation of recruited
leaders.

Conclusions

The leadership ethics-related research in Slovakia as well as
in other CEE countries is somewhat neglected in the cur-
rent literature. Therefore, we believe this pilot study might
enhance the respective discourse and could serve as a met-
hodological basis for future research of VOL. As it was part
of a series of validation studies aimed at creating a reliable
tool to measure VOL in companies, provided findings are
just preliminary and should be considered with caution.
Another limitation regards the given sample size jointly
with the convenience-based way of gathering the data.

Despite the abovementioned limitations, this study pro-
vided some novel insights on the systematic differences in
leaders’ values orientation based on several individual and
organizational factors. This forms a starting point in the field
of comparative research of VOL in different social, econom-
ic and technological contexts. In addition, future research
should employ representative samples with diverse cultural
backgrounds to test the validity of the VOLQ tool in differ-
ent countries. Moreover, given that VOL is still a relatively
new concept in the current literature, future empirical stud-
ies should investigate its possible correlation with variables
relating to employee performance such as job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, or job involvement. Finally, in
its current version, the VOLQ tool assesses leaders based on
followers’ observations that may lead to somewhat biased
results. Yet, the majority of leadership tools rely on followers’
perception and consequent judgement of leader’s decisions
and actions. Future research should establish a new version
of the VOLQ tool as a self-reporting measure for leaders.
Thus, the VOLQ’s practical utilization could be enhanced,
for instance in annual evaluation of leaders through the
360-degree feedback reviews.
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