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The dual qualities of an effective leader—ethicality and competency—have long 
been identified but seldom empirically examined. Using survey data from 329 
Chinese customs officers collected in December 2022, this study investigates 
whether ethical leadership influences customs officers’ organizational citizenship 
behaviors indirectly through work engagement and trust in leader. Following the 
interactive approach, we further postulate that leader competency can accentuate 
these indirect relationships. Mplus 8.3, SPSS 26.0 and Hayes’ PROCESS macro 
for SPSS were used to conduct statistical analyses including descriptive statistical 
analysis, correlation analysis, common method deviation analysis, confirmatory 
factor analysis, and regression analysis. The results reveal that work engagement 
and trust in leader act as mediators in the ethical leadership and organizational 
citizenship behaviors relationship. Moreover, these indirect relationships are 
stronger when customs officers perceive their leaders are more competent. 
Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
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1 Introduction

Scandals on leader morality in private and public sectors worldwide have drawn widespread 
attention to the ethical issues concerning leaders (Den Hartog, 2015), thus rendering leader 
ethicality a prominent field of research (Ng and Feldman, 2015; Hoch et al., 2018). Leader 
ethicality has been associated with various attitudinal, behavioral, and wellbeing outcomes of 
followers (Mostafa et al., 2020; Mohsin et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022; Mansour et al., 2022; Lin et al., 
2023). In fact, both private and public organizations try to implement selection and development 
devices to benefit from this important leadership approach (Kim, 2023).

Although ethical leadership has been examined in the public sector and have revealed 
similar or even more profound influences (Bedi et al., 2015), some issues remain underexplored. 
Firstly, studies have long claimed the importance of both leader ethicality and competency in 
the public sector (Van Wart, 2011, 2013; Bundgaard et al., 2021). Specifically, public organizations 
depend on professional bureaucrats who not only serve in an ethical and professional way but 
also might require their leaders to display such combination of ethicality and competency. In 
other words, the influence of ethical leadership in professional public organizations might 
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be  conditioned upon whether followers deem their leaders as 
competent (Hollander, 1978). However, whether and how leader 
ethicality and competency interactively influence the behavior of 
professional public employees remain underexplored. Secondly, the 
mechanisms by which ethical leadership affects public organizations 
remain unclear (Mostafa and Abed El-Motalib, 2018; Belle and 
Cantarelli, 2019). Behavioral public administration studies have 
predominantly applied a motivational approach to examine the 
influence of ethical leadership on followers’ prosocial orientation or 
public service motivation, while the way public employees approach 
work and work relationship under the influence of ethical leadership 
is not given sufficient attention. Thirdly, the outcomes of ethical 
leadership in public sector mainly focus on ethical/unethical behaviors 
such as invincibility (Young et al., 2021) or corruption (Bashir and 
Hassan, 2020). Nevertheless, the effects on proactive behaviors, 
including voice (Hassan, 2015) and organizational citizenship 
behaviors, have rarely been investigated (Kacmar and Bachrach, 2011; 
Potipiroon and Faerman, 2016).

This study recognizes the importance of ethical leadership in 
professional public organizations and the limitations of the extant 
literature, and examines how ethical leadership influences the 
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) of public employees. 
Specifically, the research question of this study is: is ethical 
leadership related to OCB? If so, does work engagement and trust in 
leader mediate this relationship? Can leader competency moderate 
the influence of ethical leadership such that its influences are 
strengthened? As such, the aim of this study to examine the 
effectiveness of the duality of ethicality and competency of leaders 
among public employees. This study uses a sample of Chinese 
customs officers and focuses on the mediating role of work 
engagement and trust in the leader and the moderating role of leader 
competency. Based on survey data from 329 Chinese customs 
officers collected in the December of 2022, we used hierarchical 
regression and bootstrapping methods to test the hypothesized 
moderated mediation model. The results are consistent with 
our hypotheses.

This study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, 
we ascertain whether ethical leadership is related to the OCB of public 
employees that is not only proactive in nature but also goes beyond 
the current emphasis on ethical-oriented behavior within the 
behavioral public administration research. Doing so extends the 
nomological network of ethical leadership in public administration by 
emphasizing the cooperative nature of public service provision. 
Second, we delineate the effect mechanism of ethical leadership by 
simultaneously incorporating the important mediating roles of work 
engagement and trust in the leader. That is, by unraveling and 
juxtaposing both work engagement (representing followers’ 
relationships with their work) and trust in leader (representing 
followers’ relationships with their leader), we simultaneously include 
the most important relationships that ethical leaders can build for 
their followers through displaying ethical behaviors. By understanding 
the influence of ethical leadership on followers’ relationships with 
both the work itself and the working relationship, the knowledge on 
ethical leadership’s motivational function can be extended. Third, by 
exploring the moderating role of leader competency, we not only 
clarify the boundary condition of ethical leadership from a leader 
competency perspective (Bedi et al., 2015) but also highlight the long-
standing but seldom examined claim of the duality of leader ethicality 

and competency in public administration, whereby both prosocial and 
professional characteristics are emphasized from an 
interactive approach.

The structure of this article is as follows. The next section discusses 
prior research on ethical leadership in the context of public sector 
organizations, highlights its research gaps, and develops hypotheses 
based on social learning, social exchange, and interactive psychology 
theories. Afterwards, we elaborate on the participants and procedures 
of the survey, as well as the measures that were used. Results are then 
presented, followed by the theoretical and practical implications, as 
well as the discussions of the limitations and future directions.

2 Theoretical framework and 
hypotheses

2.1 Ethical leadership and organizational 
citizenship behaviors in public 
administration

Studies have established the importance of ethicality in public 
administration (Niskanen, 1971; Perry and Wise, 1990) and have 
suggested that the provision of public service should be conducted in 
a moral and prosocial manner (Brehm and Gates, 1997; Frey and 
Palacios-Huerta, 1997). Public service ethos, motivation, and values 
have been emphasized in the research on behavioral public 
administration (Perry and Vandenabeele, 2015). Moreover, given that 
the quality of leadership influences the way public employees behave 
(Van Wart, 2003, 2012, 2013; Bundgaard et al., 2021), the effectiveness 
of ethical leadership has become an important topic (Erickson, 2006; 
Hassan et al., 2014; Weinberg, 2014; Belle and Cantarelli, 2019; Young 
et al., 2021). Ethical leadership is defined as “the demonstration of 
normatively appropriate conduct through personal and interpersonal 
relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through 
two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” 
(Brown et al., 2005, p. 120), and investigations have found that it leads 
to reduced unethical behaviors (Belle and Cantarelli, 2019; Bashir and 
Hassan, 2020; Young et al., 2021; Kim, 2023), improved job satisfaction 
(Moon and Jung, 2018), and organizational commitment (Hassan 
et al., 2013, 2014) among public employees. In addition, a recent meta-
analysis reported that ethical leadership is more influential on 
followers working in the public sector than those in the private sector 
(Bedi et  al., 2015), which highlights that ethical leadership is a 
prominent and promising field of investigation in 
public administration.

Although the influence of ethical leadership on public employees’ 
proactive behaviors is increasingly investigated, the examined 
outcomes mainly focus on ethicality-related behaviors such as 
willingness to report ethical problems (Wright et al., 2016), while OCB 
is not paid much attention (Potipiroon and Faerman, 2016; 
Mozumder, 2018). OCB refers to “individual behavior that is 
discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal 
reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the effective 
functioning of the organization” (Organ, 1988, p.  4). It is highly 
important in public service because it fits well with the prosocial and 
collaborative nature of public service and goes beyond the sole 
monetary consideration of formal reward system (Molines et  al., 
2022). Therefore, researchers have tried to locate the antecedents of 
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OCB within public organizations (Campbell and Im, 2016), especially 
from a leadership perspective (Ritz et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2023).

We conjecture that ethical leadership leads to public employee’s 
OCB for two reasons. First, ethical leaders preach moral values, instill 
righteous and moral ideals, behave consistently with their words, act 
in prosocial ways (Brown, 2007; Treviño and Brown, 2007; Fehr et al., 
2015). Consequently, followers learn what is emphasized, considered 
right, and valued in the organization, and thus, develop a moral and 
prosocial orientation (Brown et al., 2005). According to social learning 
theory, followers treat ethical leaders as credible role models and act 
in prosocial and proactive ways (Brown et al., 2005; Kaptein et al., 
2005), thus display more OCB. Second, the care and concern provided 
by ethical leaders are deemed important social resources by followers 
(Brown and Treviño, 2006; Bedi et al., 2015). According to social 
exchange theory, to reciprocate these kind treatments from the 
leaders, followers develop OCBs that benefit their organization and 
colleagues (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Therefore, 
we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: Ethical leadership is positively related to public 
employees’ OCB.

2.2 The mediating roles of work 
engagement and trust in leader

Given the limited attention paid to the mechanisms by which 
ethical leadership influences public administration beyond prosocial 
motivation, we focus on how work engagement and trust in the leader 
might simultaneously mediate between ethical leadership and OCB. In 
this regard, we  answer the important question of how ethical 
leadership motivates OCB through public employees’ relationships 
with the work itself and with their leaders. We  choose work 
engagement and trust in leader as parallel mediators simultaneously 
mediating the influence of ethical leadership because the former 
represent followers’ relationship with the work itself while the later 
represent the relationship with their leaders. That is, by utilizing work 
engagement and trust in leader, we would get a more comprehensive 
and nuanced understanding on the effect mechanism of ethical 
leadership, extending extant knowledge on the motivational influence 
of ethical leadership in the public domain.

Work engagement defined as “a positive, fulfilling, work-related 
state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74). It reflects employees’ involvement with 
and enthusiasm for work (Breevaart et al., 2016). On the one hand, 
ethical leaders encourage the feeling of engagement among followers. 
According to social learning theory, learning processes characterized 
by observational learning, imitation, and identification (Davis and 
Luthans, 1980; Bandura, 1991) are fertile under the influence of ethical 
leaders (Brown et al., 2005). In this scenario, followers learn how 
ethical leaders approach their work, become more open to their 
influence, and identify with their values and ideals. Consequently, the 
work becomes a way of self-expression and the followers become 
engaged. According to social exchange theory, the care and concern 
expressed by ethical leaders become important job resources. 
According to the job demand–resource model of engagement (Bakker 
and Demerouti, 2014), the inflow of resources induced by ethical 

leaders stimulates the enthusiasm of followers for work to reciprocate 
the organization. Recent empirical evidence also suggests the influence 
of ethical leadership on public employees’ engagement (Lu and Guy, 
2014; Asif et al., 2019; Mostafa et al., 2020; Zahari and Kaliannan, 
2023). On the other hand, engagement is a strong predictor of OCB 
(Xu et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2021). When engaged, an individual has 
more resources to develop and expand behaviors outside of formal 
roles to contribute to their organization and colleagues. Recent 
empirical evidence supports this relationship (Tian et al., 2021; Zhang 
and Farndale, 2022).

Trust in the leader reflects an individual’s positive expectations of 
the competence, reliability, and benevolence of their leaders (Dirks 
and Ferrin, 2002; Burke et al., 2007). Essentially, trust in the leader 
refers to an individual’s “psychological state comprising the intention 
to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the 
intentions or behavior” of the leader (Rousseau et al., 1998). This 
definition suggests that ethical leaders should earn the trust of 
followers because they act in open, fair, and honest ways. Behavioral 
integrity and consistency render a psychologically safe environment. 
When followers believe that their leaders act in an ethical manner, 
they become more confident that such leaders will not manipulate 
them, take credit for their contributions, or take advantage of them. 
Moreover, they tend to reciprocate this high-quality relationship with 
more OCB, which is consistent with the argument of social exchange 
theory. Leaders are treated as the representative of the organization, 
and an important way to express and repay the favorable treatment 
from an ethical leader is to go beyond the formal job requirements to 
display OCB. In fact, studies have demonstrated the influence of trust 
in the leader on OCB (Zhu et al., 2013; Lu, 2014). Hence, we propose 
the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Work engagement (hypothesis 2a) and trust in the 
leader (hypothesis 2b) mediates the positive relationship between 
ethical leadership and OCB.

2.3 The moderating role of leader 
competency

Although important, ethicality is only one of the ways leaders can 
influence their followers. Being an ethical leader does not guarantee 
that one is competent at setting relevant goals, making good decisions, 
arranging procedures and regulations, dividing work and resources, 
and motiving and controlling followers. In this sense, the influence of 
ethical leadership might depend on the level of leader competency. 
According to interactional psychology, the influence of ethical 
leadership might be  contingent upon other important leadership 
characteristics, leader competency in our case. Leader competency 
refers to the knowledge, skills, experience, and wisdom required to 
succeed as a leader (Wei et al., 2018; Mao et al., 2019; Cai et al., 2023). 
It is considered an important component of leader effectiveness 
(Hollander, 1978). Cognitive psychology has long proven that people 
are more strongly influenced by the behaviors of competent leaders 
(Justis et al., 1978; Price and Garland, 1981; Podsakoff et al., 1983; 
Fiske et al., 2007). Recent developments in leadership research also 
point out the crucial role of leader competency on conditioning the 
effectiveness of leader’s authenticity (Wei et  al., 2018), immoral 
behaviors (Mao et al., 2019), and empowerment (Cai et al., 2023), and 
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FIGURE 1

Hypothesized model.

authoritarian approach (Huang et al., 2023). Following this line of 
research and utilizing the interactional approach to leadership, 
we explore how leader competency moderates the influence of ethical 
leadership, which is also adding to the contingent view of leadership 
effectiveness. This analysis will add to the ongoing discussion on the 
moderating role of leader competency over different styles and 
behaviors of leadership, and make contributions to the interactive 
approach of studying leadership effectiveness.

When ethical leaders are considered competent, the social 
learning mechanism might be  even more pronounced; that is, 
followers pay attention to, learn from, identify with, and accept the 
influence of an ethical leader who is competent. Learning from a 
competent leader means a higher possibility of future rewards, 
personal growth, and access to valuable resources. Moreover, 
competent leaders could have better upward exchange relationships 
with higher-level managers (Hollander, 1978). In this sense, competent 
ethical leaders can enhance group cohesiveness, esteem, and resources 
(Connelly et  al., 2000; Mao et  al., 2019). Followers believe that 
competent ethical leaders can provide valuable feedback, ample 
support, professional assistance, and credible guidance. Furthermore, 
because competency signals to followers that the future is bright with 
safe and ample resources, they develop engagement. On the contrary, 
when ethical leaders are not competent, their morality might 
be considered a weak expression of goodwill that will not lead to 
group success and prosperity. In this case, the effectiveness of ethical 
leadership might be less pronounced.

According to McAllister (1995), trust can be divided into affective 
and cognitive components. While the former relates to affiliation, 
empathy, and altruism, the latter relates to the objective evaluation of 
a leader’s competence, ability, integrity, and reliability. In this study, 
leader competency is deemed an important factor leading to followers’ 
cognitive trust of their leaders. In addition, cognitive trust reportedly 
might be the foundation of affective trust (Lewicki and Bunker, 1996). 
For followers to trust their leaders and accept vulnerability, leader 
competency is at least as important as ethicality. Even with ethical 
intention and behaviors, less competent leaders cannot lead the team 
to become effective and may even cause it to fail. In this case, it is 
unlikely that followers would trust a person who only has good 
intentions but is unable to lead competently. After all, leader 
competency is “an important influencing factor in determining the 
quality of the relationship that members form with their leader” (Byun 
et al., 2017, p. 1139), as suggested by interactive approach of leadership. 
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3: Leader competency moderates the relationship 
between ethical leadership and work engagement (hypothesis 3a) 
and between ethical leadership and trust in the leader (hypothesis 
3b) such that the relationships are stronger when leader competency 
is high.

By combining Hypotheses 2 and 3, we further present a moderated 
mediation model (Preacher et al., 2007), in which the influence of 
ethical leadership on OCB through work engagement and trust in the 
leader is moderated by leader competency (see Figure 1). Accordingly, 
we propose the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 4: Leader competency moderates the indirect relationship 
between ethical leadership and OCB through work engagement 
(hypothesis 4a) and trust in leader (hypothesis 4b) such that the 
indirect relationships are stronger when leader competency is high.

3 Methods

3.1 Data and samples

To test the hypotheses, we surveyed customs officers in the Tianjin 
Customs of China. The duties of customs officers are highly 
professionalized in that their work involves customs inspection, 
clearance, and supervision; import and export statistics; protection of 
intellectual property; prevention of smuggling; and inspection and 
quarantine of contagion, among other responsibilities. Tianjin 
Customs of China has always attached great importance to ethical 
issues in their work and has carried out various professional ethics 
education themed practical activities. The purpose of providing 
professional ethics education to new customs officers before taking 
position is to continuously improve their professional ethics level, 
being honest, firm in their beliefs, fulfilling their duties, and handling 
affairs in accordance with the law. In December 2022, we distributed 
questionnaires to Chinese customs officers and implemented this 
study. We  sent online survey links to 600 customs officers and 
obtained a sample of 329 valid responses (response rate = 54.83%) 
assessing their perceptions of ethical leadership, leader competency, 
organizational citizenship behavior, trust in leader and work 
engagement. We stated at the beginning of the questionnaire that the 
questionnaire is anonymous, and the data collected in the 
questionnaire will only be  studied as a whole, and no personal 
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information will be disclosed. Among the sample, 62% were male 
(n = 204); 71.7% had a bachelor’s degree (n = 236). Moreover, the 
average age was 37.75 years (SD = 8.56); average tenure was 14.84 years 
(SD = 9.52); and average tenure with the leader was 2.82 years 
(SD = 2.58). Our sample size is about 10 % of the total officers 
employed in Tianjin Customs and is quite representative of the 
demographics. However, our sample is slightly younger than the 
average age of the officers in Tianjin Customs (42 years old), which 
should be considered when interpreting the results.

3.2 Measures

3.2.1 Ethical leadership
The 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale was used to measure ethical 

leadership (Brown et al., 2005). A sample item was “My supervisor 
disciplines employees who violate ethical standards.” The participants 
indicated their responses on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.97.

3.2.2 Leader competency
Leader competency was measured using a 13-item scale (Tett 

et al., 2000). A sample item is “My supervisor uses good judgment in 
resolving problems.” A 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree was used. The Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.97.

3.2.3 Work engagement
Work engagement was measured using three items (Schaufeli et al., 

2019). A sample item is “At my work, I feel bursting with energy.” All 
items were assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93.

3.2.4 Trust in the leader
Five items were used to measure trust in the leader (McAllister, 

1995). A sample item was “If I shared my problems with my supervisor, 
I  know (s)he would respond constructively and caringly.” The 
responses were evaluated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.

3.2.5 OCB
A 6-item scale was used to measure OCB (Van Dyne and LePine, 

1998). A sample item was “I help others who have heavy workloads.” 
A 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
was used. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.

3.2.6 Control variables
The respondents’ gender (1 = male, 2 = female), age (in years); 

education level (1 = three-year college degree and below, 2 = bachelor’s 
degree, 3 = master’s degree, and 4 = doctorate); tenure (in years); and 
tenure with the leader (in years) were included as controls, as they 
might be related to OCB, engagement, and trust.

4 Results

We use Mplus 8.3, SPSS 26.0 to perform statistical analysis. Hayes’ 
PROCESS macro for SPSS is used to test for mediation, moderation, 

and moderated mediation because of its widely accepted usage in 
these analyses.

4.1 Measurement model

Confirmatory factor analyses were used to test for convergent and 
discriminant validity (Table  1). The results indicated that the 
hypothesized five-factor model fitted the data well [χ2 = 1951.41, 
df = 619, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.91, Tucker–Lewis index 
(TLI) = 0.91, root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) = 0.08, and standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR) = 0.03]. In addition, the factor loadings were all above 0.6 
(0.62–0.94) and significant at the 0.001 level, providing evidence of 
convergent validity (Hu and Bentler, 1999). We also compared the 
proposed five-factor model to five alternative models to test for 
discriminant validity. The chi-square difference test and fit indexes 
revealed that the hypothesized five-factor model had the best fit. In 
addition, the average variance extracted (AVE) values for ethical 
leadership was 0.77; for leadership competence, 0.65; for trust in 
leader, 0.76; for work engagement, 0.78; and for OCB, 0.84. Moreover, 
the maximum shared variance values were smaller than the AVE 
values for the respective variables, and the average of the shared 
squared variances were smaller than the AVE values. Furthermore, the 
square roots of the AVE values were greater than the inter-construct 
correlations (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). These results indicate that the 
five-factor model achieves sufficient discriminant validity.

4.2 Hypotheses testing

Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics and correlations among 
the examined variables. The correlation patterns are consistent with 
our hypotheses.

As shown in Table 3, ethical leadership is positively related to 
OCB (β = 0.48, p < 0.001, Model 3). Hypothesis 1 is thus supported. 
Further, Model 1 shows that ethical leadership is positively related to 
work engagement (β = 0.69, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, Model 2 suggests 
that ethical leadership is significantly positively related to trust in the 
leader (β = 0.75, p < 0.001). In Model 4, the effect of ethical leadership 
on OCB is not significant when including work engagement and trust 
in the leader in the model (β = 0.10, p > 0.05), while both the effects of 
work engagement (β = 0.33, p < 0.001) and trust in the leader (β = 0.21, 
p < 0.001) are significant. We used bootstrapping method to test for 
the significance of these indirect effects. The indirect effect through 
work engagement based on 5,000 bootstrapped samples is 0.31, with 
a 95% bias corrected confidence interval of [0.19, 0.43], excluding 0; 
the indirect effect through trust in the leader based on 5,000 
bootstrapped samples is 0.28, with a 95% bias corrected confidence 
interval of [0.14, 0.43], excluding 0. Hypotheses 2a and 2b are 
thus supported.

As Table 4 denotes, ethical leadership and leader competency 
interactively influence work engagement (β = 0.68, p < 0.01, Model 6) 
and trust in the leader (β = 0.54, p < 0.01, Model 8). To confirm the 
direction of these interactions, simple slopes were plotted at one 
standard deviation above and below the mean of leader competency. 
As Figure 2 illustrates, the slope of the relationship between ethical 
leadership and work engagement is steeper (simple slope = 0.86, 
p < 0.001) for the high leader-competency group than the low 
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leader-competency group (simple slope = 0.66, p < 0.001). In Figure 3, 
the slope of the relationship between ethical leadership and trust in 
the leader is steeper for the high leader-competency group (simple 
slope = 1.02, p < 0.001) than the low leader-competency group (simple 
slope = 0.79, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypotheses 3a and 3b are supported.

As Table  5 denotes, for the indirect effect through work 
engagement, at a low level of leader competency, the indirect effect is 
0.27, and the bootstrap confidence interval for the indirect effect does 
not include zero [0.15, 0.40]. At a high level of leader competency, the 
indirect effect is 0.35, and the bootstrap confidence interval for the 
indirect effect does not include zero [0.21, 0.51]. The index of the 
moderated mediation is significant (index = 0.05), and the bootstrap 
confidence interval does not include zero [0.02, 0.09]. These results 
support Hypothesis 4a. For the indirect effect through trust in the 
leader, at a low level of leader competency, the indirect effect is 0.19, 
and the bootstrap confidence interval for the indirect effect does not 

include zero [0.08, 0.34]. At a high level of leader competency, the 
indirect effect is 0.24, and the bootstrap confidence interval for the 
indirect effect does not include zero [0.10, 0.42]. The index of the 
moderated mediation is significant (index = 0.03), and the bootstrap 
confidence interval does not include zero [0.00, 0.06]. These results 
support Hypothesis 4b.

5 Discussion

This study investigated the linking mechanism underlying ethical 
leadership and OCB in a sample of Chinese customs officers. 
Grounded in social learning, social exchange, and interactive 
psychology theories, we  focused on the mediating roles of work 
engagement and trust in leader, and the moderating role of leader 
competency. The results indicate that ethical leadership is related to 

TABLE 1 Measurement model tests results.

χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

1. Hypothesized 

5-factor model
EL, LC, TL, WE, OCB 1951.41 619 3.15 0.91 0.91 0.08 0.03

2. Alternative 

4-factor model
EL, LC + TL, WE, OCB 2768.95 623 4.45 0.86 0.85 0.10 0.07

3. Alternative 

4-factor model
EL, LC + WE, TL, OCB 2709.11 623 4.35 0.87 0.86 0.10 0.07

4. Alternative 

3-factor model
EL, LC + TL + WE, OCB 3467.17 626 5.54 0.82 0.81 0.12 0.08

5. Alternative 

2-factor model
EL + LC + TL + WE, OCB 4212.50 628 6.71 0.77 0.76 0.14 0.07

6. Alternative 

1-factor model
EL + TL + WE+LC + OCB 5356.37 629 8.52 0.70 0.68 0.15 0.10

EL, Ethical leadership; LC, Leader competency; TL, Trust in leader; WE, Work engagement; OCB, Organizational citizenship behavior; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation, 
SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index.

TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender 1.38 0.48 –

2. Age 37.75 8.56 −0.07 –

3. Education 2.25 0.48 0.02 −0.04 –

4. Tenure 14.84 9.52 −0.05 0.90*** −0.10* –

5. Tenure with 

leader
2.82 2.58 0.04 0.15*** 0.12* 0.17**

6. Ethical 

leadership
3.82 0.95 0.07 −0.14** 0.00 −0.13* 0.00 (0.88)

7. Leader 

competency
3.83 0.93 −0.01 −0.10* 0.00 −0.08 0.04 0.71*** (0.81)

8. Trust in 

leader
4.64 1.48 −0.06 −0.01 −0.05 0.00 0.08 0.54*** 0.53*** (0.87)

9. Work 

engagement
3.46 1.05 −0.06 0.00 −0.02 0.02 0.10 0.50*** 0.47*** 0.50*** (0.88)

10. OCB 5.61 1.09 −0.08 0.08* −0.03 0.12* 0.12* 0.33*** 0.32*** 0.38*** 0.43*** (0.92)

N = 329. Square roots of the AVE are values in parentheses along the diagonal.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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OCB through the mediating roles of work engagement and trust in 
leader. Furthermore, leader competency moderates the influence of 
ethical leadership on work engagement and trust in leader, and thus 

accentuates the influence of ethical leadership on OCB through work 
engagement and trust in leader. These findings have important 
theoretical and practical implications.

TABLE 3 Test results for main and mediation effects.

Work engagement Trust in leader OCB

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender −0.09 (0.09) −0.11** (0.11) −0.08 (0.11) −0.03 (0.10)

Age 0.32 (0.03) 0.09 (0.03) −0.30 (0.03) −0.43 (0.03)

Education −0.04 (0.10) −0.06 (0.12) 0.04 (0.12) 0.06 (0.11)

Tenure −0.23 (0.02) −0.01 (0.03) 0.47 (0.03) 0.55*** (0.03)

Tenure with leader 0.09*** (0.02) 0.07 (0.02) 0.10 (0.02) 0.05 (0.02)

Ethical leadership 0.69*** (0.05) 0.75*** (0.06) 0.48*** (0.06) 0.10 (0.09)

Work engagement 0.33*** (0.07)

Trust in leader 0.21*** (0.05)

R2 0.48 0.57 0.26 0.36

∆R2 0.10***

F 49.23*** 70.50*** 19.41*** 22.68***

N = 329. Standardized coefficients are reported. Values in parentheses were standard error estimates.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 Moderator effect test results.

Work engagement Trust in leader

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Gender −0.09 (0.09) −0.08 (0.09) −0.09 (0.11) −0.09 (0.11)

Age 0.31 (0.03) 0.35 (0.03) 0.07 (0.03) 0.10 (0.03)

Education −0.04 (0.10) −0.05 (0.10) −0.06 (0.12) −0.07 (0.12)

Tenure −0.22 (0.02) −0.24 (0.02) 0.00 (0.03) −0.01 (0.03)

Tenure with leader 0.09* (0.02) 0.08* (0.02) 0.06 (0.02) 0.06 (0.02)

Ethical leadership 0.63*** (0.09) 0.30* (0.15) 0.54*** (0.12) 0.27* (0.19)

Leader competency 0.07 (0.09) −0.29* (0.16) 0.24** (0.12) .-0.03 (0.20)

Ethical leadership* Leader competency 0.68** (0.04) 0.54** (0.05)

R2 0.47 0.49 0.58 0.59

∆R2 0.02** 0.01**

F 42.23*** 39.13*** 63.84*** 57.90***

N = 329. Standardized coefficients are reported. Values in parentheses were standard error estimates.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2

Interactive effects of ethical leadership and leader competency on 
work engagement.

FIGURE 3

Interactive effects of ethical leadership and leader competency on 
trust in leader.
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5.1 Theoretical implications

First, although ethicality is highly emphasized in public 
administration leadership research, the main focus is still on how it 
influences the (un)ethical behaviors of public employees (Bashir and 
Hassan, 2020; Young et al., 2021; Kim, 2023). By highlighting the 
influence of ethical leadership on the OCB of professional customs 
officers, our findings reveal that ethical leadership in public 
organizations goes beyond influencing ethics-related outcomes, thus 
echoing the previous finding that ethical leadership is critical in 
public organizations (Bedi et  al., 2015). While ethics is context-
bound (Resick et al., 2006), the impact of different contexts such as 
industry, sector, culture, and country on the effectiveness of ethical 
leadership is worthy of attention (Den Hartog, 2015). The customs 
office is responsible for maintaining national security and facilitating 
and securing international trade, for which ethicality is crucial, 
especially when dealing with issues such as smuggling, infectious 
disease control, and managing fines and taxes. This is particularly 
the case in Tianjin Customs Office of China where ethic related 
training and practices are highly emphasized. Our result point out 
the importance of highlighting ethics and especially ethical 
leadership in the context of frontline public service delivery. As the 
uncertainty and collaborative nature of public service delivery is 
increasingly emphasized, public organizations such as customs 
offices need more OCB to be effective. Our finding—that ethical 
leadership promotes proactive behavior among public employees to 
go the extra mile to help their organization and colleagues—extends 
the nomological network of ethical leadership in the context of 
public administration and locates the antecedent of OCB from the 
perspective of public leadership.

Second, going beyond the focus on prosocial motivation (Wright 
et al., 2016), our mediation analysis simultaneously incorporates work 
engagement and trust in the leader. This aspect is important as 
we  have demonstrated that ethical leadership can improve the 
relationship of public employees with the work and their leader 
(Mostafa and Abed El-Motalib, 2018; Mozumder, 2018; Asif et al., 
2019), which are two important associations. Our finding suggests 
that the motivational function of ethical leadership is not limited to 

instilling values and morality in followers to promote ethical behaviors 
or prevent unethical ones but it can also improve important work 
relationships and further translate into public employees’ proactivity. 
Thus, ethical leadership is meaningful to public organizations beyond 
morality, that is, achieving effectiveness. More research is needed to 
examine whether ethical leadership is related to other forms of work 
relationships (beyond our choice of work engagement and trust in 
leader), including leader–member exchange, or even public employees’ 
relationships with citizens.

Third, we  found that leader competency is an important 
contingent factor influencing how followers perceive and react to 
ethical leadership. This finding echoes the results of early research on 
the importance of both task and relationship orientation (Yukl, 2010), 
and those of the moderating role of leader competency over 
empowerment (Cai et al., 2023) and authenticity (Wei et al., 2018). 
Although leader competency is emphasized as the most important 
determinant of leader effectives (Hollander, 1978), its examination, 
especially in public administration, remains limited. Understanding 
professional bureaucrats’ emphases on both ethicality and competency, 
we apply the followers’ perspective by highlighting the importance of 
their perception of whether their leader has both ethicality and 
competency. In essence, we  found that for followers to develop 
engagement with work and trust in the leader and display OCB, public 
leaders need to demonstrate ethicality and competency simultaneously. 
Future research should further investigate how leader competency 
might condition leader’s traits and behaviors. For example, it would 
be  interesting to see whether leader competency can mitigate or 
exacerbate the negative influence of an immoral leadership approach 
such as abusive leadership. Moreover, although leader competency is 
recognized in the literature (Wei et al., 2018; Mao et al., 2019; Cai 
et al., 2023), knowledge on its effect process remains limited. Our 
finding that leader competency interacts with ethical leadership to 
influence engagement and trust in the leader extends this line of 
investigation. However, more research is needed on how leader 
competency influences the perception and behaviors of followers. For 
example, leader competency might be related to followers’ cognitive 
trust, while affective trust might relate more to leaders’ benevolence 
and integrity (McAllister, 1995).

TABLE 5 Moderated mediation results across leader competency levels.

Ethical leadership -  >  work engagement -  >  OCB

Indirect effect SE LL95%CI UL95%CI

Leader competency M-1 SD (2.89) 0.27 0.06 0.15 0.40

Leader competency M + 1 SD (4.76) 0.35 0.08 0.21 0.51

Index of moderated mediation Index SE LL95%CI UL95%CI

0.05 0.02 0.02 0.09

Ethical leadership - > trust in leader - > OCB

Indirect effect SE LL95%CI UL95%CI

Leader competency M-1 SD (2.89) 0.19 0.07 0.08 0.34

Leader competency M + 1 SD (4.76) 0.24 0.08 0.10 0.42

Index of moderated mediation Index SE LL95%CI UL95%CI

0.03 0.01 0.00 0.06

N = 329. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL, lower limit; CI, confidence interval; UL, upper limit.
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5.2 Practical implications

First, our findings suggest that ethical leadership significantly 
improves public employees’ work engagement, trust in the leader, 
and OCB. Therefore, ethical leadership should be encouraged in 
public administration. When selecting leaders, organizations 
should examine their moral orientation and stage of moral 
development. In terms of leadership training and cultivation, 
organizations can improve leader ethicality through case studies, 
role modeling, rhetorical devices, and so on. Second, because work 
engagement and trust in the leader transmits the influence of 
ethical leadership and acts as antecedents of OCB, public 
employees’ engagement and trust levels should be  constantly 
surveyed to monitor and encourage more OCB. Additional 
support, autonomy, and feedback should be provided to enhance 
the engagement and trust levels of public employees. Third, the 
moderating role of leader competency suggests that in the 
professional public administration context, it is important to select 
and develop competent leaders, as they are deemed important by 
followers. Leadership rhetoric in the public context should not 
only emphasize ethicality nor ignore competency.

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future 
research

Several limitations must be  considered when interpreting the 
results of this study. First, the cross-sectional data used here cannot 
infer causal relationships among variables. Future research can use an 
experimental design to validate our findings. Second, this study was 
carried out only in Tianjin Customs of China; hence, the 
generalizability of the findings might be limited. Future research can 
investigate other contexts such as non-profit organizations, voluntary 
organizations, and other industries to examine the links between 
leader ethicality and competency.

Third, common method variance (CMV) could be a problem in 
this study since all the variables are self-reported by the respondents 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). To remedy this problem, we applied several 
design features in the survey including guaranteed anonymity and 
detailed cover letter to emphasize the academic nature of the study. 
The items related to dependent, mediator, moderator, and independent 
variables were separated in the questionnaire. We also used Harman’s 
one-factor test to access CMV. The result of an exploratory factor 
analysis using a principal components extraction indicated the 
presence of five factors with the first factor explaining only 30.67% of 
the variance while the five factors in the total explained 79.96% of the 
variance. There is also evidence suggesting that interaction effects 
cannot be the artifacts of CMV but rather be deflated by it (Siemsen 
et al., 2010). Since we have found interaction effect in this study, CMV 
might be less of a concern. The fact that CMV cannot be completely 
eliminated in this study invites more studies using multi-method 
approaches to investigate the relationships among our studied 
variables further.

Fourth, compared with studies on the relationship between 
ethical leadership and OCB in other countries, the moderating 
variables selected in this study are relatively unique. For example, 
Mostafa (2018) selected organizational identification as the 
moderating variable and used a sample of Egyptian banking 

industry employees. The results revealed that the positive 
relationship between ethical leadership and OCBs was stronger for 
those lower in organizational identification. Sarwar et al. (2023) 
used high performance managerial practices (HPMPs) as a 
moderating variable, taking employees of private commercial 
banks in (Pakistan) as a sample, and the results showed that 
HPMPs enhance OCB by increasing the impact of ethical 
leadership on employee psychological empowerment. Tan et al. 
(2019) used ethnic dissimilarity as a moderating variable and 
collected data in private universities in China, Malaysia and 
Thailand. The study found that the relationship between perceived 
organizational support and OCB is stronger in heterogeneous 
sample group. The requirements for leadership in Eastern culture 
not only lie in morality, but also emphasize on ability, that is, 
having both ability and political integrity is the standard for 
qualified leadership in an environment. Therefore, this study 
explores the strengthening effect of leader competency on ethical 
leadership, and the results support the hypothesis of this article. 
However, the sample of this study is limited to China. Asian 
countries such as Singapore, Japan, and South Korea have relatively 
similar cultures to China. Whether the findings of current study 
can be generalized to these countries is not clear and necessitates 
further examination. Therefore, future research can collect samples 
from other countries to provide new evidence for the relationship 
between culture and morality.

6 Conclusion

Public service delivery should be conducted in both prosocial and 
professional manner. While ethical leadership reflects the morality 
and appropriateness of leaders’ actions, leader competency reflects 
their intelligence and ability to achieve desired goals. To successfully 
lead an organization, especially public sector organizations, leaders 
should simultaneously display ethicality and competency through 
their behaviors.

While ethical leadership is emphasized in the context of public 
administration, we illustrate in this study that leader competency also 
plays a vital role. This study uses survey data from 329 Chinese 
customs officials to investigate the impact of ethical leadership on 
customs officials’ OCB, focusing on the mediating roles of work 
engagement and trust in leader, and the moderating role of leader 
competency. When leading in an ethical manner, leaders can motivate 
follower to display OCB through developing both their engagement 
with the work itself and their trust in leaders. Furthermore, when 
ethical leadership behaviors are accompanied by leader competency, 
the beneficial influences of ethical leadership are accentuated. By 
developing and testing a moderated mediation model, this study 
depicts a nuanced interactive mechanism that emphasizes the duality 
of ethicality and competency in public leadership research. In this 
regard, in order to motive employees to act in proactive ways, public 
sector organizations should select and develop leaders to be both 
ethical and competent. Public sector organizations cannot simply 
emphasize the high moral standards of leaders while neglecting 
leader’s competency. Meanwhile, only emphasizing leader competency 
while neglecting ethicality is proven to be  problematic. The dual 
appearance of both ethicality and competency is important, especially 
in the public domain.
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Appendix

Table A1 Measurement items.

Variable names Items

Ethical leadership

1. My supervisor conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner.

2. My supervisor defines success not just by results but also the way that they are obtained.

3. My supervisor listens to what employees have to say.

4. My supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethical standards.

5. My supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions.

6. My supervisor can be trusted.

7. My supervisor discusses business ethics or values with employees.

8. My supervisor sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics.

9. My supervisor has the best interests of employees in mind.

10. When making decisions, my supervisor asks “what is the right thing to do?”

Leader competency

1. Problem Awareness: Perceives situations that may require action to promote organizational success.

2. Decision Making: Uses good judgment in resolving problems.

3. Directing: Clearly specifies to subordinates what needs to be done.

4. Decision Delegation: Assigns true decision-making authority to qualified subordinates.

5. Short-term Planning: Prepares the steps needed to complete tasks before action is taken.

6. Strategic Planning: Develops long-term plans to keep the organization aligned with future demands.

7. Coordinating: Organizes the activities of subordinates and the allocation of resources.

8. Goal Setting: Identifies organizational work unit objectives and the methods for achieving them.

9. Monitoring: Compares current work unit progress to predetermined standards, objectives, and deadlines.

 10. Motivating by Authority: Influences subordinates directly using rewards and/or punishments.

 11. Motivating by Persuasion: Persuades others to achieve excellence for its own sake.

 12. Team Building: Identifies and integrates distinct subordinate roles in a spirit of collaboration.

 13. Productivity: Accomplishes goals set by self or others.

Work engagement 1. At my work, I feel bursting with energy.

2. I am enthusiastic about my job.

3. I am immersed in my work.

Trust in leader

1. We have a sharing relationship. We can both freely share our ideas, feelings, and hopes.

2. I can talk freely to this individual about difficulties I am having at work and know that (s)he will want to listen.

3. We would both feel a sense of loss if one of us was transferred and we could no longer work together.

4. If I shared my problems with this person, I know (s)he would respond constructively and caringly.

5. I would have to say that we have both made considerable emotional investments in our working relationship.

OCB

1. I help others who have heavy workloads.

2. I willingly help others who have work related problems.

3. I am always ready to lend a helping hand to those around me.

4. I take steps to try to prevent problems with other workers.

5. I am mindful of how my behavior affects other people’s jobs.

6. I do not abuse the rights of others.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1152608
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Interactive effect of leader ethicality and competency on Chinese customs officers’ organizational citizenship behaviors
	1 Introduction
	2 Theoretical framework and hypotheses
	2.1 Ethical leadership and organizational citizenship behaviors in public administration
	2.2 The mediating roles of work engagement and trust in leader
	2.3 The moderating role of leader competency

	3 Methods
	3.1 Data and samples
	3.2 Measures
	3.2.1 Ethical leadership
	3.2.2 Leader competency
	3.2.3 Work engagement
	3.2.4 Trust in the leader
	3.2.5 OCB
	3.2.6 Control variables

	4 Results
	4.1 Measurement model
	4.2 Hypotheses testing

	5 Discussion
	5.1 Theoretical implications
	5.2 Practical implications
	5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research

	6 Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Appendix

	References

