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Abstract

According to the moral licensing theory, people may liberate themselves to act
in morally questionable ways due to their past history of moral behaviors. Drawing
on the view of moral licensing, this research linked leaders’ ethical behaviors to their
subsequent potential moral transgressions including abusive supervision, bribery and
workplace sexual harassment.

Two separate scenario experiments with a 2 (ethical vs. unethical)x2 (internal
motivation vs. external motivation) between-subject design were conducted in Study
1 (N =450) and Study 2 (N = 455). Study 1 examined leaders’ self-licensing effect,
namely, whether leaders’ prior ethical behaviors “license” the leaders to engage in
subsequent moral transgressions. Study 2 examined subordinates’ observer-licensing
effect, namely, whether leaders’ prior ethical behaviors make subordinates “license”
subsequent moral transgressions from the same leader. Moreover, the moderating
roles of motivation behind leaders’ prior ethical behaviors in both leaders’

self-licensing and subordinates’ observer-licensing effects were tested. The following



results were obtained: when leaders demonstrated prior ethical behaviors, a) leaders
restrained themselves from engaging in subsequent moral transgressions, and they
were more likely to condemn moral transgressions and to experience moral
emotional responses to transgressions, indicating the moral consistency effect; b)
subordinates, as a third party, liberated the same leader to act in morally disreputable
ways. They were more likely to tolerate leaders’ moral transgressions, and less likely
to condemn leaders’ moral transgressions and to experience moral emotional
responses to them. In terms of attribution, they tended to attribute leaders” ambiguous
moral transgressions to external factors such as victims’, organizational and cultural
characteristics rather than actors per se. These findings indicate the moral licensing
effect. However, both leaders’ moral consistency effect and subordinates’ moral
licensing effect were moderated by the motivation (or perceived motivation) of
leaders’ prior ethical behaviors. Specifically, when leaders behaved morally because
they were motivated by internal rather than external motivation, the aforementioned
moral consistency and moral licensing effects were stronger.

Study 3 explored the influences of leaders’ inconsistent behaviors (i.e., the
combination of abusive supervision and ethical leadership) on subordinates’
work-related outcomes (i.e., job attitudes and well-being) through a three-wave
longitudinal survey. Participants reported ethical leadership at Time 1, abusive
supervision and interactional justice at Time 2, and work-related outcomes at Time 3.
A total of 223 matched data from Chinese full-time employees was obtained. Results

showed that: a) interactional justice mediated the relations between abusive



supervision and work-related outcomes; b) ethical leadership moderated the relations
between interactional justice and work-related outcomes, and they were stronger at
high (vs. low) levels of ethical leadership; c) ethical leadership also moderated the
mediating effects of interactional justice, which were stronger at high levels of

ethical leadership but weaker at low levels of ethical leadership.
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