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Drawing on insights from social learning and social cognitive perspectives and research on the multilevel reality of leadership influences, we developed and tested a multilevel model that examines mechanisms and conditions through which ethical leadership deters work unit- and individual-level ostracism. Based on two field studies using multiple measurement points, we found that at the work unit level of analysis, relational climate partially mediates the negative relationship between ethical leadership and work unit-level ostracism (the average level of ostracism reported by work unit members) whereas state mindfulness partially mediates the cross-level influence of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism. Contrary to our hypothesis, we found that the relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate was stronger when work units had a more mechanistic structure, and not when it had an organic work unit structure. Finally, we found that relational climate not only moderates the relationship between state mindfulness and individual-level ostracism, but also moderates the indirect influence of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism through state mindfulness such that the indirect effect is stronger when relational climate is high as opposed to low. These findings highlight the individual- and work unit-level conditions and mechanisms through which ethical leadership relates to decreased ostracism at work, and thus extends theory and research on ethical leadership and ostracism.



                    
    


                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Ostracism Applied to the Workplace
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Chapter
                                        
                                         © 2021
                                    

                                

                                
                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        When There’s No One Else to Blame: The Impact of Coworkers’ Perceived Competence and Warmth on the Relations between Ostracism, Shame, and Ingratiation
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         19 February 2024
                                    

                                

                                Sara Joy Krivacek, Christian N. Thoroughgood, … Thomas J. Zagenczyk

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Ostracism in the Workplace
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Chapter
                                        
                                         © 2021
                                    

                                

                                
                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                        
                    

                    
                        
                            
    
        
            
            Use our pre-submission checklist
            
            
            Avoid common mistakes on your manuscript.

        

        
            
                
            
        

    


                        

                    

                    
                        
                                
                                    Theory and research suggest that workplace ostracism—“the extent to which an individual or group omits to take actions that engage another organizational member when it is socially appropriate to do so” (Robinson et al. 2013, p. 207)—has serious deleterious effects in organizations (O’Reilly et al. 2015; Robinson et al. 2013). This understanding that socially excluding others in the workplace adversely affects organizations has motivated researchers to devote considerable attention to tease out the consequences of ostracism in the workplace. The resulting body of research intimates that ostracism can be detrimental to an organization’s effectiveness (Wu et al. 2016) and bottom line (O’Reilly et al. 2013; Williams 2002) because this form of passive, antisocial behavior is associated with several unfavorable outcomes, such as unethical behavior, psychological distress, health problems, lower job satisfaction and commitment, decline in organizational citizenship behavior, counterproductive work behaviors, poor job performance, work-to-family conflict, and lower family satisfaction (Ferris et al. 2008, 2015, 2017; Kouchaki and Wareham 2015; O’Reilly et al. 2015; Wu et al. 2016). Yet, the question remains, “What might individuals, [work units], or organizations do to deter this type of behavior [ostracism]” (Scott and Duffy 2015, p. 139)?

Although much research has focused on the consequences of ostracism in the workplace, comparatively less research attention has been devoted to addressing its antecedents (see Scott et al. 2013—incivility; Quade et al. 2017—employee unethical behavior; Wu et al. 2015—competitive goal interdependence, for a few exceptions). These few empirical studies have tended to focus on factors that promote ostracism at the individual level rather than reduce its occurrence more holistically (at both the individual and unit levels of analysis). Failure to investigate how ostracism of individuals embedded in interdependent work units can be reduced or deterred is unfortunate given that organizations today are increasingly work unit based, making interpersonal mistreatment or antisocial behavior such as ostracism not a private affair in work settings (Farh and Chen 2014; Mathieu and Luciano 2019). In fact, several behavioral items representing ostracism (e.g., “others left the area when I entered,” “others treated me as if I was not there,” and “others at work shut me out of the conversation,” Ferris et al. 2008)—explicitly invoke a wider audience. Unit-level ostracism can thus be considered a property of the work unit that may be influenced by shared ways of thinking and acting among its members as a result of their exposure to the same environmental stimuli (Ehrhart et al. 2014; Hackman 1992; Shore et al. 2013). As such, a cogent multilevel framework is needed to better understand and capture unique individual- and unit-level mechanisms and how these mechanisms interact together to relate to decreased ostracism at the individual and unit levels of analysis simultaneously.

An important yet overlooked environmental stimuli that is capable of addressing ostracism and stimulating shared ways of thinking among employees with regards to interpersonal relationships is leadership. Because “leaders establish a meta-narrative, or story, that supports the culture of inclusion” (Shore et al. 2013, p. 1278), researchers have indeed suggested that organizations may be able to prevent, reduce, or eliminate ostracism by using positive social tools such as leadership (O’Reilly and Banki 2016; Wasserman et al. 2008). This is because leaders set the tone for acceptable conduct and authorize or punish inappropriate behaviors through their own behaviors, sanctioning abilities, and position power (Brown et al. 2005). Unfortunately, the role of leadership in alleviating ostracism at work still remains insufficiently articulated in the literature. Ethical leadership— “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions 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)—in particular is likely to offer valuable insights in this regard. This is because this leadership behavior explicitly focuses on encouraging appropriate interpersonal relationships and conduct in the workplace (Brown et al. 2005), and thus may discourage ostracism at work.

To advance the ostracism literature, our primary objective was to delineate and test a multilevel model of the relationship between ethical leadership and ostracism (individual- and unit-level ostracism) by drawing on insights from social cognitive theory (SCT) and social learning theory (SLT) perspectives (Bandura 1971, 1986, 1989, 2001). According to SCT and SLT, individuals can learn appropriate ways to behave in a social context by observing how role models, such as ethical leaders, behave and act in accordance to their own interpretation of expected norms within the work unit environment, while personally paying attention to their experiences (Brown et al. 2005). In other words, these theories suggest that learning is a function of the dynamic and reciprocal interaction of an individual, his or her work environment, and his or her own behavior. Drawing from these perspectives, we examine the extent to which relational climate—“the degree to which group [unit] members care about and are considerate of each other” (Bollmann and Krings 2016, pp. 187–188) and employee state mindfulness—“a state of consciousness characterized by receptive attention to and awareness of present events and experiences” (Glomb et al. 2011, p. 119)—serve as underlying mechanisms that explain how ethical leadership may deter ostracism at work. Specifically, we argue that ethical leaders provide exemplary guidance on how to interact with others in a respectful and considerate manner, which is internalized as a norm within the work unit (fostering a strong relational climate) and draws individuals’ attention to and awareness of what is happening around them (enhancing state mindfulness). Because ostracism represents reduced listening, unwillingness to collaborate, and the lack of attention to others’ social needs (Ferris et al. 2008), we argue that ethical leaders, by building a strong relational climate and enhancing employee state mindfulness, reduce unit- and individual-level ostracism, respectively.

Furthermore, we provide a more complete understanding of ethical leadership’s influence by examining the role of work unit structure—“the recurrent set of relationships between work unit members” (Donaldson 1996, p. 57), highlighting the complexity of the aforementioned multilevel relationship for two reasons. First, both SCT and SLT suggest that the context within which learning takes place is an important factor that either constrains or strengthens its effectiveness (Bandura 1977, 1986, 1989, 2001). Learning appropriate behaviors from leaders takes place within a broader organizational context, and this context not only shapes the interpretations of organizational behavior (Johns 2006), but also strengthens or weakens learning processes within the work unit (Ambrose et al. 2013). Whereas some structures are more rigid and formally structured in terms of expected behaviors (i.e., mechanistic), others are more flexible and de-emphasize formal rules and procedures (i.e., organic; Ambrose and Schminke 2003; Burns and Stalker 1961; Donaldson 2001). Given that employees are more likely to look to role models for cues about expected norms in generally loose and organic structures (Ambrose et al. 2013; Bandura 1977), we propose that the relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate, and consequently ostracism in the work unit, will be stronger when the work unit structure is more organic than when it is mechanistic. Second, research on the multilevel reality of leadership influences (Chen and Kanfer 2006; Ehrhart 2004; Kozlowski and Klein 2000; Liao and Chuang 2007) suggests that unit-level mechanisms such as climate may act as a cross-level moderator in the relationship between individual cognitive mechanisms and individual-level outcomes. Following this logic, we propose that relational climate will act as a situational moderator and further enhance the influence of individual state mindfulness on ostracism. Hence, we test a second stage moderated mediation model (Edwards and Lambert 2007; Muller et al. 2005) in which the extent to which state mindfulness mediates the influence of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism varies based on the level of relational climate in the work unit.

By developing and testing a multilevel model of the relationship between ethical leadership and ostracism, our research contributes to the literature in several ways. First, we shed new light on the multilevel nature of ostracism by demonstrating it to be an individual- and unit-level phenomenon that better captures the reality of today’s work unit system and we build a holistic theoretical model that presents a new lens on this phenomenon. Second, we integrate insights from SCT and SLT (Bandura 1977, 2001) with the literature on ostracism by exploring how ethical leadership might help reduce, prevent, or eliminate unit- and individual-level ostracism. In so doing, we add to the limited research stream on the antecedents of ostracism by highlighting the unique role of ethical leadership and the moderating role of work unit structure. Third, we identify state mindfulness and relational climate as unique individual-, unit-level, and cross-level pathways by which ethical leadership relates to ostracism at work. Taken together, by examining how, why, and under which conditions ethical leadership relates to ostracism, we not only tap into the critical elements for developing and testing theory (Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan 2007), but we also answer calls to identify the role of leadership in addressing ostracism in the workplace (e.g., O’Reilly and Banki 2016; Wasserman et al. 2008) and uncover the mechanisms at both the work unit and individual levels of analysis.

Theory and Hypotheses Development
Ostracism has been studied alongside other forms of relational constructs that capture antisocial behaviors, such as abuse toward others, aggression, harassment, incivility, social undermining, interpersonal deviance, and bullying (O’Reilly and Banki 2016; Robinson et al. 2013; Scott et al. 2013). However, ostracism differs from these related constructs in that it is an act of “omission of positive attention” rather than an act of “commission of negative attention” that characterizes other forms of mistreatment (Ferris et al. 2017). Although workplace ostracism is more passive and subtle and may not necessarily come with the intent to cause harm, it has been shown to have a colossal negative influence on ostracized individuals and their organizations (Ferris et al. 2015, 2017; O’Reilly et al. 2015; Robinson et al. 2013), including precipitating unethical behavior (Kouchaki and Wareham 2015).
Since ostracism is “defined in part by what is and is not considered socially appropriate for the context in which it occurs” and “by acts of omission rather than commission; that is, it results from the purposeful or inadvertent failure to act in ways that socially engage another” (Robinson et al. 2013, pp. 207–208), one key situational factor that may have considerable influence on work unit ostracism is leadership (Wasserman et al. 2008). Leadership is particularly important because leaders are the key organizational agents who initiate and implement policies and practices (Shore et al. 2013). Leaders dictate the tone for accepted practices and behaviors in organizations, and thus leadership is likely to play an influential role in shaping work unit norms and the way employees interact and relate with one another in those work units (Brown et al. 2005). Such normative expectations and guidelines set by those in leadership positions are critical for shaping our understanding of how ostracism emerges and plays out in the work unit. In this research, we specifically argue that leadership behavior that is explicitly focused on setting guidelines and expectations regarding what is normatively appropriate behavior and fostering appropriate interpersonal relationships and treatment of others at the work unit level—ethical leadership—may be particularly relevant for reducing, preventing, or eliminating ostracism at work.
Ethical Leadership, Relational Climate, and Unit-Level Ostracism
In this study, we conceptualize ostracism occurring at both the individual and unit levels of analysis. Specifically, we conceptualize unit-level ostracism as a bottom-up phenomenon whereby the unit-level construct manifests as a result of the lower level (employee) processes and behaviors (see Kozlowski 2012; Mathieu and Luciano 2019), such that individual employees may personally experience ostracism (individual level) and the summation of those experiences (group level) is meaningful as an indicator of behavior occurring more widely throughout the work unit. Ostracism is a unique phenomenon in that not everyone in the work unit is likely to agree on the level of its occurrence (that is, those who are ostracized will be most aware of its presence in the work unit) so an additive model at the group level is theoretically justified (Chan 1998).
Ethical leadership has been empirically shown to uniquely relate to a variety of outcomes, including task performance, citizenship behaviors, and counterproductive work behaviors, beyond other prominent approaches to leadership, such as transformational leadership (Ng and Feldman 2015). Despite ethical leadership’s theoretical relevance, to our knowledge, there is no prior research that has examined how, why, and under which conditions ethical leadership might relate to ostracism at work. This is surprising, given that ostracism researchers have highlighted the importance of leadership in preventing or reducing this antisocial behavior (O’Reilly and Banki 2016).
Ethical leadership is expected to be a key situational factor that may reduce work unit ostracism for several reasons. First, a central notion of ethical leadership is that such leaders set normative standards to which subordinates are expected to follow (Brown et al. 2005). Ethical leaders also pay attention to what employees have to say, have their best interests at heart, are balanced, fair, and respectful (Babalola et al. 2018; Mayer et al. 2012; Schaubroeck et al. 2012; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009)—behaviors that we believe are critical for reducing, preventing, or eliminating ostracism at work. Employees are less likely to engage in normatively inappropriate behaviors that facilitate work unit ostracism when leaders explicitly set standards for appropriate behavior and hold work unit members accountable for their actions by disciplining those who do not follow standards (Brown et al. 2005). Similarly, work unit members are more likely to be willing to voice, interact with one another, and express their ideas and opinions when they are in an environment where leaders are balanced, respectful, and fair in their interactions with them (Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009), and this is likely key to prevent, reduce, or eliminate instances of ostracism at work.
Ethical leaders also act as teachers through their own behaviors and interpersonal relationships with followers (Brown et al. 2005; Walumbwa et al. 2017). When unit members perceive their leader as caring, fair, trustworthy, and concerned for their well-being, they are likely to be caring toward others around them by paying attention to their needs and building trustful relationships with them, which could reduce ostracism in the work unit. For instance, people are more willing to interact with those whom they can trust (Mayer et al. 1995; Robinson et al. 2013) and ignore or exclude those who disrespect them and are untrustworthy (Scott et al. 2013). Ethical leaders are therefore likely to help build a work unit environment that discourages ostracism in the work unit. From a social learning perspective (Bandura 1977), ethical leadership is expected to negatively relate to ostracism at work because work unit members are more likely to emulate the interpersonal actions of ethical leaders, their respectful treatment of others, and emphasis on two-way communication (Brown et al. 2005).
Relational Climate as a Mediator
Although we propose that ethical leadership will be negatively associated with ostracism, we argue that this association will be mediated by relational climate. One of the basic tenets of SLT (Bandura 1977) is that work unit members’ learning of appropriate ways to behave is influenced by their response to what is being valued and expected in the work unit environment as generated in their observations of the behaviors of role models. These environmental stimuli have been linked to work unit members’ perceptions of climate as the shared perceptions of events, policies, procedures, and behaviors that are valued, rewarded, and expected within a work unit (Ehrhart et al. 2014). Accordingly, research has shown that leaders, as the key organizational agents and implementers of organizational policies and practices, play critical roles in the creation and development of work unit climate (Shore et al. 2013). Drawing on SLT, we argue that ethical leaders are likely to create a relational work climate that reflects the quality of interpersonal relations in a work unit and the extent to which members are considerate of and genuinely care about one another (Bollmann and Krings 2016), which in turn, is expected to reduce ostracism.
According to Brown et al. (2005), an ethical leader is a moral person who is trustworthy, principled, and socially responsible in relating with others. He or she is also a moral manager who treats other people morally while encouraging fair and just behavior. Ethical leaders accomplish these objectives by stipulating what is expected in terms of normative conduct, using rewards and punishments, acting as role models, and explicitly communicating standards (Brown et al. 2005). By being an attractive and a credible role model and showing considerate and caring behaviors toward others, ethical leaders signal that such behaviors are expected and valued. In this way, ethical leaders actively work to change how work unit members interact (Mayer et al. 2012; Walumbwa et al. 2017) by fostering a strong relational context where observers are more likely to learn and demonstrate beneficial behavior such as being considerate of and including others in social interactions. We suggest that a strong relational climate is likely to emerge when work unit members observe ethical leadership behaviors because such behaviors promote two-way communication, respect, and support for others (Brown et al. 2005), while allowing work unit members to focus on important issues (Walumbwa et al. 2011). Providing some evidence for this expectation, Mayer et al. (2012) found that ethical leadership reduces friction among followers and strengthens interpersonal relationships.
Because relational climate “signals to individual group members the extent to which other group members cherish achieving and maintaining high levels of well-being of the group and its members” (Bollmann and Krings 2016, p. 188), we expect a high level of relational climate to be particularly critical in reducing or eliminating ostracism. This is because relational climate constitutes a cognitive representation of a work unit environment that renders the work context and role modeling behaviors of leaders psychologically meaningful to employees who are exposed to the same stimuli (Zohar and Luria 2004). Therefore, relational climate provides information about what constitutes desired and appropriate behavior, which then aids work unit members such that when they perceive a positive relational climate, the priority of caring about others is emphasized and pronounced in the work unit, thereby creating a work environment that inhibits ostracism in the work unit.
This view is consistent with James et al. (1978) who argued that climate “functions as a cognitive information processing model, serving to provide a major source of perceptual/cognitively processed situational information used by the individual in the formulation of expectancies” (p. 785). Because ostracism represents reduced listening, unwillingness to collaborate, and inattention to individuals’ social needs (Ferris et al. 2008), its occurrence is likely to be reduced in a work unit that prioritizes consideration for and caring about others, as evidenced by a strong relational climate. This relational climate, stemming from the work unit’s understanding of what is valued and expected through observing an ethical leader’s behavior, is therefore likely to help deter ostracism. Hence, we expect that a positive relational climate, stimulated by ethical leadership, should deter ostracism at work. However, because ethical leadership may relate to ostracism through other mechanisms such as trust (Ng and Feldman 2015), we expect partial rather than full mediation. Thus, we hypothesize:

                    Hypothesis 1

                    Relational climate will partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and unit-level ostracism.

                  Ethical Leadership, Employee State Mindfulness, and Individual-Level Ostracism
Interest in mindfulness is surging (Good et al. 2016; Keng et al. 2011). This is because of its apparent benefits for individual and team functioning, behavioral regulation, job satisfaction, psychological health, and interpersonal relationships (Brown et al. 2007; Hülsheger et al. 2013). Although leadership has been recognized as one of the most important contextual factors that may have a substantial impact on mindfulness (Reb et al. 2014), leadership has not been extensively studied by mindfulness researchers (Good et al. 2016). SCT and SLT (Bandura 1977, 1986, 2001) suggest that, for learning to successfully take place, individuals need to pay attention to what is unfolding in their immediate surroundings. Because mindfulness—the extent to which employees are conscious, pay attention, and are aware of what is happening around them (Scott and Duffy 2015)—is inextricably intertwined with morality and “non-violence” (cf. Kabat-Zinn 2005) and involves experiential processing which involves attention to internal and external stimuli (Good et al. 2016), we argue that morally-inclined leaders, such as ethical leaders, have an important role to play in cultivating employee state mindfulness, which is expected to reduce individual ostracism.
Ethical leaders provide clear guidance to followers, set examples of how things are done right, discipline those who violate standards through the use of rewards and punishment, and have the best interests of all followers (Brown et al. 2005). When leaders provide clear guidelines and enforce such standards, followers are likely to be more receptive, attentive, and aware of what is happening around them, that is, they are more likely to be mindful. Additionally, ethical leaders act as teachers through their personal actions and interpersonal relationships with employees (Brown et al. 2005; Walumbwa et al. 2017). When employees perceive a leader as caring, fair, trustworthy, and concerned for their well-being, as is the case with an ethical leader, this is likely to help build a work environment where they experience mindfulness (the process of paying attention to what is happening currently in the environment). This could include being considerate to people around them by being open and attending to their needs and listening to and supporting them instead of ignoring or rejecting them by mentally “checking out.” Finally, by being attractive and credible role models (Brown et al. 2005), ethical leaders are likely to enhance employee mindfulness by creating cultures that encourage rich thinking and a capacity for action (Ray et al. 2011; Vogus and Sutcliffe 2012). These types of cultures enhance mindfulness through the process of increasing cognitive flexibility, working memory, and the ability to regulate emotions and empathize with others. Employees of ethical leaders are more likely to utilize and internalize ethical leaders’ role modeling and behaviors as stimuli to interpret information at work, thereby eliciting their attention and enhancing mindfulness. Thus, we propose the following:

                  Hypothesis 2

                  Ethical leadership will positively relate to employee state mindfulness at the individual level.

                State Mindfulness as a Mediator
Mindfulness has been argued and found to promote better interpersonal relationships, cohesion, effective communications with others, and more active listening (Barnes et al. 2007; Cleirigh and Greaney 2015; Good et al. 2016; Singh et al. 2006). It does this by enhancing individual self-control through improved emotional, attentional, and impulse regulation (Good et al. 2016; Hofmann et al. 2010). As individual employees become more mindful, we expect mindfulness to deter individual-level ostracism for two reasons: awareness and attention. When individuals have high mindfulness, they are more likely to adopt and learn professional and effective means for dealing with others (Scott and Duffy 2015). As such, they are better able to manage potential experiences that may give room to any relational aggression, thereby preventing, reducing, or eliminating ostracism. Mindfulness also facilitates open and careful thinking and triggers more elaborate paths of information processing (Eisenbeiss and van Knippenberg 2015). Having more paths of information processing may lead to a more comprehensive understanding of the internal and external factors that cause ostracism, and in doing so, help develop a quicker counter-response to dealing with the same.
There is some empirical support for these arguments. Ramsey and Jones (2015) found that mindfulness-based interventions prevented the occurrence of ostracism. Similarly, Duffy et al. (2014) found that mindfulness meditation decreased the likelihood of negative social interactions at work, which is often associated with ostracism (Robinson et al. 2013). Research also suggests that mindfulness helps to improve interaction, cohesion, active listening, and effective collaboration (Cleirigh and Greaney 2015; Good et al. 2016; Singh et al. 2006)—key factors that can help prevent ostracism. For example, high levels of mindfulness can discourage ostracism by paying attention to what is expected from an employee and behaviors that are frowned upon in the work environment (Vogus and Sutcliffe 2012). Thus, based on theory and research, we expect that state mindfulness will be negatively related to ostracism and act as a mediator in the ethical leadership-individual-level ostracism relationship. However, because ethical leadership may relate to ostracism through other mechanisms, such as relational climate, we suggest partial mediation.

                    Hypothesis 3

                    Employee state mindfulness will partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and employee ostracism.

                  Work Unit Structure and Relational Climate as Moderators
Thus far, we have argued that relational climate is an important intermediary mechanism through which ethical leadership relates to ostracism at the unit-level and that state mindfulness mediates this relationship at the individual-level. Nevertheless, there are reasons to believe that these multilevel relationships are more complex than depicted. SLT suggests that role models are likely to be more effective in a context where people need some sort of formalized guidance (Bandura 1977), such as when the structure is more organic (Ambrose et al. 2013). SCT also emphasizes the role of social influence and the internal social work environment in influencing how individuals acquire and maintain behavior (Bandura 1989, 2001). Drawing from these two perspectives, we argue that work unit structure serves as a situational enhancer that further strengthens the influence of ethical leadership on relational climate, whereas relational climate serves as a situational enhancer that strengthens the influence of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism through state mindfulness.
Work Unit Structure as a Moderator in the Ethical Leadership–Relational Climate Relationship
Researchers have made a clear distinction between two types of structures in organizations: mechanistic and organic (Burns and Stalker 1961; Donaldson 2001; Khandwalla 1976). Mechanistic structures are more formal and tighter in nature and provide organizational members with clear expectations regarding policies, procedures, and behavioral guidelines. In essence, mechanistic structures serve as a strong form of organizational control in that they tend to enforce desired behaviors. Organic structures, on the other hand, are inherently loose, flexible, and decentralized. Organizational members are not particularly guided by specific expectations and procedures and interpretations of policies and procedures vary based on whomever is currently in leadership positions (Mischel 1973). Hence, organic structures are weak situations that allow for greater influence from a leader in that the leader has a much stronger influence on interpretations of policies and procedures and expectations for employee behavioral norms. It is the leader’s role to guide employees toward specific behaviors that are valued and expected from organizational members more so in organic than in mechanistic structures (Ambrose et al. 2013; Burns and Stalker 1961).
We suggest that ethical leaders may have a higher likelihood of building a relational climate when the work unit structure is more organic compared to when it is more mechanistic. Ethical leaders emphasize and promote normatively appropriate behaviors and communicate what is expected from their followers in terms of interpersonal relationships (as suggested by SCT and SLT; Babalola et al. 2018; Brown et al. 2005; Mayer et al. 2012). Such explicit focus on demonstrating and actively managing normative conduct that underlies ethical leadership is likely to be more salient in organically structured work units because such structures are inherently loose, lack clarity in terms of what is expected of employees, and represent weak situations where people are generally more free to do what they like (Burns and Stalker 1961; Donaldson 2001; Khandwalla 1976; Mischel 1973). In an organic work environment, individual members behave in less directed ways unless there is a leader who explicitly defines the behavioral norms and establishes expectations. As a result, ethical leaders, as role models who provide explicit guidance to employees, establish clear rules, regulations, and expectations, and should be more influential in directing work unit members to specific relational norms in an organic work structure.
Specifically, we expect ethical leaders to be more effective in developing a stronger work unit relational climate in organic work structures because such structures require an individual leader to shape work behaviors and thus shape followers’ cognition and learning. In contrast, ethical leaders’ efforts in building a relational climate that discourages ostracism in work units is likely to be less effective in mechanistic structures. This is consistent with the notion of strong versus weak situations (Mischel 1973) and theory on substitutes for leadership where unit-level variables may negate the leaders’ ability to exert influence over group members (Kerr and Jermier 1978). A mechanistic work unit structure by definition imposes clear, formal, and strong behavioral norms, policies, and procedures among work unit members, thus making any specific leader’s influence slightly less effective as compared to organic structures given that learning is enforced more so by the work structure itself. Therefore, it is expected that all the members within the work unit will behave in similar ways (e.g., treat each other with respect and dignity if this is the behavioral norm of the work unit). We thus expect ethical leaders to have less influence in such mechanistic structures, because work unit members may have already been predisposed to behave in a similar way such that a leader might be less influential in modeling expected behaviors. Importantly, this is not to suggest that a leader’s influence does not matter in one environment. Instead, we suggest that an ethical leader’s ability to create a relational climate will be stronger in organic (as compared to mechanistic) work unit structures.
Although we are aware of no prior empirical study that has investigated the moderating role of the broader organizational context (specifically work unit structure) in ethical leadership’s effectiveness, extant research adopting a social learning perspective provides some support for our proposition. For example, Ambrose et al. (2013) found that organic structures strengthened the effect of a leader’s fair behaviors on the work group climate. Thus, integrating SCT and SLT perspectives (Bandura 1977, 1986, 1989, 2001) with research on organizational structure (Ambrose et al. 2013; Ambrose and Schminke 2003; Burns and Stalker 1961; Donaldson 2001), we propose the following:

                    Hypothesis 4

                    The relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate will be moderated by work unit structure such that the relationship will be stronger when the work unit structure is more organic than when it is mechanistic.

                  Relational Climate as a Moderator in the Individual-Level State Mindfulness–Ostracism Relationship
We further extend our theorizing by considering how relational climate and state mindfulness synergistically interact to reduce individual’s experience of ostracism. This idea is grounded in the multilevel reality of leadership influences (Chen and Kanfer 2006; Ehrhart 2004; Kozlowski and Klein 2000; Liao and Chuang 2007), which suggests that specific climates tend to act as a cross-level enhancer of individual attitudes and cognitions. In this regard, we argue that relational climate constitutes a cognitive representation of a work environment that renders the work context psychologically meaningful to employees who are exposed to the same stimuli (Zohar and Luria 2004). Because relational climate emerges from unit members’ discussions about the formal aspects of work and the symbolic acts of leaders that show concern for others (Bollmann and Krings 2016), we argue that it provides valuable guidance and signals to members of the work unit by reinforcing “the way things are done around here” (Reichers and Schneider 1990, p. 22). In other words, it provides information that aids individual members about what constitutes desired and appropriate behavior such that when employees perceive a strong relational climate, the priority of caring about others is emphasized and pronounced in the work unit, thereby creating an environment that inhibits ostracism. Relational climates prioritize positive relationships among people in a work unit and discourage behaviors that prioritize self-interest. We expect that relational climate will strengthen the relationship between employee mindfulness and reduced ostracism given that a relational climate provides a strong foundation for caring among organizational members. Employee state mindfulness is likely to help individuals to be more conscious, attentive, and aware (Scott and Duffy 2015) which is inherently linked to kinder and more inclusive behaviors (cf., Kabat-Zinn 2005). Thus, we expect that a work unit climate characterized by care for others and an emphasis on others’ well-being—relational climate—will enhance the relationship between mindfulness and reduced ostracism. We propose the following:

                    Hypothesis 5

                    Relational climate will moderate the relationship between mindfulness and individual-level ostracism such that the relationship is stronger when relational climate is high than when relational climate is low.

                  Building on Hypothesis 5 above and consistent with our theoretical arguments and model in which ethical leadership will relate positively to employee state mindfulness (Hypothesis 2) and state mindfulness will in turn mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and ostracism (Hypothesis 3), we further hypothesize that the indirect relationship between ethical leadership and individual-level ostracism through state mindfulness varies according to levels of work unit relational climate. Hypothesis 5 argued that the link between state mindfulness and ostracism would vary as a function of relational climate. Having built the links between the individual relationships in our model, we now suggest a second stage moderated mediation model (Preacher et al. 2007) whereby ethical leadership is indirectly related to individual ostracism through employee state mindfulness, with this indirect relationship depending on the level of relational climate, leading to the following hypothesis:

                    Hypothesis 6

                    Relational climate moderates the indirect effect of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism through state mindfulness, such that the indirect effect on ostracism is stronger when relational climate is high as opposed to low.

                  We test our hypotheses in two studies. In Study 1, we test our baseline hypothesis (Hypothesis 1) to establish the relationship of ethical leadership on unit-level ostracism through relational climate. Study 2 was designed to constructively replicate the base findings of Study 1 and to extend the findings by testing a multilevel model that examines mechanisms and conditions through which ethical leadership deters work unit- and individual-level ostracism. Replicating Study 1 was helpful to decrease concerns about unmeasured exogenous variables that could be in part responsible for influencing the findings (such as sample-specific characteristics including industry) and to provide support for the robustness of our findings. Table 1 shows the respondent characteristics for both studies.
Table 1 Respondent characteristics for both studiesFull size table



Study 1: Methods
Sample and Procedure
Participants for this study were recruited from six Chinese information technology (IT) firms. The participants included unit managers and the employees reporting directly to them in the R&D, finance, sales & marketing, and quality control departments. We obtained a list of employees with the help of the human resource (HR) department of each firm. Participants provided assessments of ethical leadership, idealized influence leadership, and relational climate at Time 1. Each participant was provided with a unique personal identification number to help us match data at Time 2. However, participants were assured that this information would not be used to identify them, and that responses would not be revealed to their firm or linked to their evaluations in any way. At Time 2, 3 weeks later, employees who completed the Time 1 survey provided assessments of work unit ostracism. All surveys were distributed to participants on site and returned after completion to the research team.
At Time 1, we distributed 802 questionnaires to employees, of which we received 682 complete responses (85% response rate). All employees who returned their questionnaires at Time 1 were contacted at Time 2. We received 660 fully completed surveys from employees (a response rate of 82.29%), representing 129 work units. The average group size was 5.78, ranging from three to 18 members (mode = 6; standard deviation [SD] 2.47). Twenty-six percent of employees were female (SD .44), with the average age of 26.71 years (SD 3.74). Managers had worked in their respective work unit for an average of 4.17 years (SD 1.49) and employees had worked in their unit for an average of 2.98 years (SD .97). We used the standard procedure (Brislin 1980) for translation and back translation from English to Chinese for the participant surveys.
Measures
Ethical Leadership
Work unit members rated ethical leadership using Brown et al.’s (2005) 10-item scale. A sample item was, “My immediate manager has the best interests of employees in mind” (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The alpha (α) reliability at the group level was .92.
Relational Climate
Relational climate is an emergent property that reflects the social relations within the group as a whole (Bollmann and Krings 2016) and therefore is represented as a referent shift aggregate construct (Chan 1998). We measured relational climate (group level α = .79) using a five-item scale adapted by Bollmann and Krings (2016) from Schminke et al. (2005). A sample item was, “In this work unit, people are mostly out for themselves” (this item was reverse scored) (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).
Ostracism
We measured ostracism (group level α = .87) using Ferris et al.'s (2008) 10-item scale (see also Ferris et al. 2015, 2017; O’Reilly et al. 2015; Wu et al. 2016). A sample item was, “Others at work shut you out of the conversation” (1 = never to 5 = very often).
Control
We controlled for the idealized influence dimension of transformational leadership (group level α = .82) because this leader behavior has the most conceptual overlap with ethical leadership (transformational leadership has a small ethical component as part of the idealized influence dimension; Brown et al. 2005). This allowed us to account for the unique influence of ethical leadership, consistent with previous research (e.g., Brown et al. 2005, Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009). We measured idealized influence leadership using four items from the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass and Avolio 2004) anchored on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to 5 = frequently, if not always).Footnote 1 A sample item was, “Specifies the importance of having a strong sense of purpose.”
Analytic Strategy
Data were analyzed using multilevel path analytical modeling with Mplus version 8 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017). This approach allowed us to simultaneously test multiple paths while accounting for the nested nature of the data. We treated our study constructs as group work unit-level phenomenon in line with our theorizing and averaged across unit members’ ratings of each construct to obtain a score for each workgroup consistent with prior studies (Mayer et al. 2012; Schaubroeck et al. 2012; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009). We used firm dummy variables as controls to account for firm-specific effects. Because the data for ostracism was slightly skewed, we used maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR). To test our mediation hypothesis (Hypothesis 1), we used the model indirect statement in Mplus to obtain the product of coefficients of the relationships between ethical leadership and relational climate and between relational climate and ostracism. We also compared models specifying full and partial mediation to determine the model with the best fit. This is described below.


Study 1: Results and Discussion
Preliminary Analysis
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of the variables in Study 1. To evaluate the suitability of aggregating individual scores of idealized influence leadership, ethical leadership, relational climate, and work unit ostracism, we assessed interrater agreement using the rwg(j) statistic (James et al. 1984). The mean rwg(j) values ranged from .77 to .93. We then calculated two intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC1 and ICC2; Bliese 2000). The values were as follows: ethical leadership ICC1 = .86; ICC2 = .97, relational climate ICC1 = .82; ICC2 = .96, ostracism ICC1 = .82; ICC2 = .96, and idealized influence transformational leadership ICC1 = .72; ICC2 = .93 with the one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) results all statistically significant (p < .01). Kozlowski (2012) noted that ICC1 values above .50 are preferable for group-level hypothesis testing because this shows that most of the variation is between groups and that group members are interdependent and statistically interchangeable, thus reducing the risk that results are based on chance alone or dependent on groups with split scores. Based on these values, we concluded that aggregation was justified.
Table 2 Study 1: Descriptive statistics and correlationsFull size table

We conducted a series of omnibus confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to assess the distinctiveness of our measures. We clustered the data by work unit and used firm dummy variables as covariates to account for the nested nature of the data. Following the procedure by Little et al. (2002), we created three parcels each for measures that had more than five items (i.e., ethical leadership and work unit ostracism). We used items as indicators for idealized influence leadership (four items) and relational climate (five items). This approach helped to create a balance of indicators to constructs which is useful for producing more stable estimates. The CFA results showed that the 4-factor model including idealized influence leadership, ethical leadership, relational climate, and work unit ostracism demonstrated a good fit to the data (χ2 = 207.37, df = 139, p < .01; CFI = .94; SRMR = .04; RMSEA = .03). We compared this model to a 3-factor alternative model in which we combined the leadership measures (i.e., ethical and idealized influence leadership) into one factor. The 4-factor model demonstrated better fit as compared to the 3-factor model (χ2 = 252.55, df = 147, p < .01; CFI = .91; SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .03; ∆χ2 = 45.18, df = 8 p < .01). The same was true with a 2-factor model in which ethical leadership, idealized influence leadership, and relational climate were combined into one factor and work unit ostracism represented a second factor (χ2 = 378.17, df = 154, p < .01; CFI = .81; SRMR = .07; RMSEA = .05; ∆χ2 = 170.80, df = 15, p < .01). These tests provide support of our measures’ distinctiveness.
Hypothesis Tests
Figure 1a summarizes the theoretical model and results for Study 1. The remaining analyses are based on path analytic models using observed scores to model the structural relationships among the constructs. To test our conceptual model, we followed the steps outlined by Bergami and Bagozzi (2000) by comparing a partially mediated baseline model to a fully mediated model with no direct path from ethical leadership to work unit ostracism. Results showed that the partially mediated model fit our data significantly better than the fully mediated model (partially mediated model: χ2 = .55, df = 6, p > .05; CFI = 1.00; SRMR = .01; RMSEA = .00; fully mediated model: χ2 = 10.60, df = 7, p > .05; CFI = .92; SRMR = .02; RMSEA = .06; ∆χ2 = 10.05, df = 1, p < .01). Thus, we concluded that the partially mediated model fit the data better and we proceeded to test our hypotheses. We compared the hypothesized model that included the control variable—idealized influence leadership—to a model without idealized influence and none of the results changed significantly. We thus report the model with idealized influence for completeness. A summary of results for Study 1 is shown in the top half of Table 3.
Fig. 1
a Study 1: Theoretical model and summary of results. b Study 2: Theoretical model and summary of results
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Table 3 Study 1 and 2: Path analytic modeling resultsFull size table

Hypothesis 1 predicted that relational climate would partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and unit-level ostracism. The relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate was positive and significant (b = .45, p < .01), and the relationship between relational climate and unit-level ostracism was negative and significant (b = − .20, p < .01). Further, the direct path between ethical leadership and unit-level ostracism was negative and significant (b = − .28, p < .01). These results support partial mediation. In further support of this hypothesis, the indirect effect of ethical leadership to ostracism via relational climate was − .09 (p < .01; 95% Confidence Interval [CI] − .15 to − .02). The total effect (the indirect effect plus the direct effect of ethical leadership to ostracism) was − .25 (p < .01). A Sobel (1982) test provided further evidence that the mediated effect was significantly different from zero (z-value = − 2.55, standard error [SE] = .03, p ≤ .01). These results provide support for Hypothesis 1.


Study 2: Methods
Sample and Procedure
We invited 326 employees in 72 work units from a large Chinese service organization to participate in this study. We collected survey data over three points of time from participants. Surveys were distributed and returned on site during paid company working hours. We used unique identifiers during the survey distribution to later match employee responses to their respective work units. We used the same translation procedure as used in Study 1.
We requested 326 employees to rate their immediate managers’ ethical leadership at Time 1 and 287 responses (approximately 88%) were obtained. At Time 2, about three weeks after we obtained Time 1 responses, we asked the 287 employees who responded at Time 1 to complete measures of relational climate and state mindfulness. We received 241 valid responses (approximately 73.2%). Three weeks later (at Time 3), these 241 participants were asked to complete a measure of ostracism. After receiving the final survey, we screened our data and deleted responses with missing information, including those who did not respond at Time 2 and Time 3. We received 210 fully completed employee responses, representing an effective response rate of 64.41%. Thus, our final sample consisted of 210 employees nested in 52 work units, with group sizes ranging from two to seven employees (mean = 4.04; mode = 3; SD 1.45). Among the 210 employees, 55.7% were male (SD .50), and the mean age and organizational tenure were 32.69 (SD 6.80) and 4.88 years (SD 3.47), respectively.
Measures
Ethical Leadership
We used the same 10-item ethical leadership measure (Brown et al. 2005) used in Study 1 (α = .95).
Relational Climate
We used the same relational climate measure adapted by Bollmann and Krings (2016) from Schminke and colleagues (2005) that we used in Study 1 (α = .81).
Ostracism
We used the same 10-item ostracism measure (Ferris et al. 2008) used in Study 1 (α = .89).
State Mindfulness
We used a 5-item State Mindful Attention and Awareness Scale (Brown and Ryan 2003) to measure employee state mindfulness (α = .83) on a 5-point format (1 = not at all to 5 = very much). A sample item was, at work, “I find myself doing things without paying attention” (reverse scored).
Work Unit Structure
We measured work unit structure (α = .86) using Khandwalla’s (1976, 1977) seven-item scale that captures both mechanistic and organic structures. Employees indicated the extent to which paired statements described the work structure of their work unit using a five-point format (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) such that higher scores represented a more mechanistic structure. Sample items included, “A strong emphasis on always getting personnel to follow the formally laid down procedures,” and “A strong emphasis on getting things done even if it means disregarding formal procedures.”
Control
We controlled for idealized influence leadership using the same four items as used in Study 1 (α = .88) to account for the unique effect of ethical leadership.
Analytic Strategy
We treated our data similarly to Study 1 and used path analytical modeling with Mplus version 8 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017), which allowed us to simultaneously test all relationships in our theoretical model (see Fig. 1b). We used MLR estimation to account for skewness in the data, given that ostracism was not normally distributed. Individual level variables were group mean centered to account for group effects (Enders and Tofighi 2007). We also compared full versus partial mediation models as described below.


Study 2: Results and Discussion
Preliminary Analysis
Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of the variables in Study 2. We assessed the mean rwg(j), ICC1, and ICC2 values for for idealized influence leadership, ethical leadership, work unit structure, relational climate, and ostracism to evaluate the suitability of aggregating scores. The mean rwg(j) values ranged from .74 to .87. The ICC values were as follows: ethical leadership ICC1 = .40; ICC2 = .73, relational climate ICC1 = .52; ICC2 = .81, ostracism ICC1 = .21; ICC2 = .52, work unit structure ICC1 = .25, ICC2 = .57, and idealized influence ICC1 = .17; ICC2 = .45 with the one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) results all statistically significant (p < .01). Based on these values, we concluded that aggregation was justified.
Table 4 Study 2: Descriptive statistics and correlationsFull size table

We conducted a series of omnibus CFAs to assess the distinctiveness of the five measures of ethical leadership, work unit structure, relational climate, ostracism, and idealized influence leadership. We followed the same procedure used in Study 1, using parcels for measures that had more than five items, i.e., ethical leadership (10 items distributed into three parcels), ostracism (10 items distributed into three parcels), and work unit structure (seven items distributed into two parcels), and items as indicators for idealized influence (four items), relational climate (five items), and mindfulness (five items). The 6-factor model fit the data well (χ2 = 210.06, df = 194, p > .05; CFI = .99; SRMR = .04; RMSEA = .02). We compared this model with a 5-factor model that combined ethical leadership and idealized influence leadership, and this model did not fit as well as the 6-factor model (χ2 = 334.49, df = 199, p < .01; CFI = .94; SRMR = .06; RMSEA = .06; ∆χ2 = 124.43, df = 5, p < .01). We next compared a 4-factor model (with ethical leadership and idealized influence leadership combined, and work unit structure and relational climate combined) and this model fit even worse (χ2 = 572.19, df = 203, p < .01; CFI = .82; SRMR = .08; RMSEA = .09; ∆χ2 = 362.13, df = 9, p < .01). A 3-factor model (previous model plus mindfulness and ostracism combined) fit poorly (χ2 = 877.93, df = 206, p < .01; CFI = .68; SRMR = .11; RMSEA = .13; ∆χ2 = 677.87, df = 12, p < .01). Finally, a single factor model also fit poorly (χ2 = 1307.17, df = 209, p < .01; CFI = .48; SRMR = .15; RMSEA = .16; ∆χ2 = 1097.11, df = 15, p < .01). These tests provide evidence of our measures’ distinctiveness.
Hypothesis Tests
The remaining analyses are based on path analytic models using observed scores to model the structural relationships among the constructs. Results showed that a model specifying partial mediation—that is, including a direct path from ethical leadership to unit-level ostracism—fit the data better than a model with full mediation (no direct path from ethical leadership to unit-level ostracism). The overall model fit statistics for the partial mediation model were: χ2 = 11.55, df = 5, p < .05; CFI = .98; SRMR (within) = .05; SRMR (between) = .04 RMSEA = .08. The fit statistics for the full mediation model (no direct path from ethical leadership to unit-level ostracism) were: χ2 = 17.33, df = 6, p < .01; CFI = .97; SRMR (within) = .05; SRMR (between) = .05; RMSEA = .10. The model specifying partial mediation fit slightly better and the path between ethical leadership and unit -level ostracism was significant, so we included the direct path in the model. Next, we tested a model specifying a direct path from ethical leadership to employee ostracism. This model fit the data best (χ2 = 8.07, df = 4, p > .05; CFI = .99; SRMR (within) = .04; SRMR (between) = .04; RMSEA = .7) and the path from ethical leadership to employee ostracism was significant, so we proceeded to test our hypotheses with this final model (partial mediation at both unit and employee levels). We compared this final model (which included idealized influence leadership as a control variable) to a model without idealized influence and none of the results changed significantly. We report all results with the control variable for completeness.
We first sought to replicate Hypothesis 1 from Study 1. Hypothesis 1 predicted that relational climate would partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and unit-level ostracism. The relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate was positive and significant (b = .58, p < .01) and the relationship between relational climate and unit-level ostracism was negative and significant (b = − .24, p < .01). The relationship between ethical leadership and unit-level ostracism was negative and significant (b = − .39, p < .01). The indirect effect of ethical leadership to unit-level ostracism via relational climate was − .14 (p < .05, 95% CI − .26 to − .01). The total effect (including the direct effect of ethical leadership to unit-level ostracism) was − .71 (p < .01). A Sobel (1982) test was also significant (z-value = − 1.97, SE .07, p < .05). These tests provided support for Hypothesis 1, replicating Study 1′s findings.
Hypothesis 2 (individual level) predicted that ethical leadership would positively relate to employee state mindfulness. As shown in Fig. 1b, the relationship was supported (b = .27, p < .01). Building on this, Hypothesis 3 predicted that employee state mindfulness would partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and employee ostracism. We found a negative and significant relationship between employee state mindfulness and employee ostracism (b = − .76, p < .01). Ethical leadership was negatively and significantly related to employee ostracism (b = − .15, p < .05), supporting partial mediation. The indirect effect of ethical leadership to employee level ostracism via employee state mindfulness was − .21 (p < .05, 95% CI = − .41 to − .01). The total effect (including the direct effect of ethical leadership to employee ostracism) was − .36 (p < .01). A Sobel (1982) test was significant (z-value = − 2.14, SE .10, p < .05). These tests provided support for Hypothesis 3.
Hypothesis 4 predicted that the relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate would be moderated by work unit structure such that the relationship would be stronger when the work unit structure was more organic than mechanistic. We found that the interaction term was significant (b = .71, p < .01). However, as shown in Fig. 2a, results were contrary to our hypothesis. We conducted simple slopes analyses and found that the high slope (mechanistic work unit structure) was significant (b = .95, p < .01) but the low slope (organic) was not (b = .21, p = .22). The difference between slopes was significant (b = .73, p < .01). In sum, we found that the relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate was stronger when the work unit had a more mechanistic work unit structure (versus organic).
Fig. 2
a Moderating effect of work unit structure on ethical leadership and relational climate. b Moderating effect of relational climate on employee state mindfulness and ostracism
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Hypothesis 5 predicted that relational climate would moderate the relationship between employee state mindfulness and employee ostracism such that the relationship would be stronger when relational climate was high rather than low. The interaction term was significant (b = .23, p < .01). The graph of the interaction is shown in Fig. 2b. Simple slopes analyses revealed that both the high and low slopes were significant (high slope: b = − .62, p < .01; low slope: b = − .89, p < .01) and the difference between slopes was significant (b = .28, p < .01), providing support for Hypothesis 5.
Finally, Hypothesis 6 predicted relational climate would moderate the indirect effect of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism through state mindfulness, such that the indirect effect would be stronger when relational climate was high as opposed to low. We examined the conditional indirect effect of the second stage moderated mediation path linking ethical leadership to employee ostracism via state mindfulness’ interaction effect with relational climate by calculating the effects at one standard deviation below and one standard deviation above the mean of relational climate. The conditional indirect effect of the slope at one standard deviation below the mean of relational climate was b = − .26 (p < .05) and the conditional indirect effect of the slope at one standard deviation above the mean of relational climate was b = − .16 (p < .05). The difference between the conditions was marginally significant (b = .10, p = .057). Thus, Hypothesis 6 received support.


General Discussion
Ostracism is pervasive in the workplace and has severe consequences for employees and organizations alike (Ferris et al. 2017), yet a lingering concern for scholars and practitioners has been how to discourage its occurrence (Scott and Duffy 2015). Consistent across two field studies, we found support for our hypotheses that ethical leadership is a valuable leadership approach for addressing the prevalence of ostracism at both the unit and employee levels. Specifically, ethical leadership was found to build a positive relational climate in work units, which in turn, was negatively associated with work unit ostracism, even when controlling for the idealized influence dimension of transformational leadership to demonstrate the unique role of ethical leadership. We further demonstrated that ethical leadership related to employee state mindfulness, and that state mindfulness mediated the relationship between ethical leadership and individual-level ostracism. We found that the relationship between ethical leadership and relational climate was stronger when work units had a more mechanistic structure as opposed to an organic work structure (contrary to our hypothesis). Finally, we found that relational climate moderated the indirect relationship between ethical leadership and individual-level ostracism via state mindfulness in that the indirect effect was stronger when relational climate was high rather than low. In what follows, we discuss the implications of these findings for theory and practice and suggest new directions for future research.
Theoretical Implications
Our research offers several important contributions to the literatures on ostracism and on leadership. First, our primary contribution lies in shedding new light on the multilevel nature of ostracism and presenting a holistic theoretical model on this phenomenon. This is one of the first studies to theoretically and empirically demonstrate that ostracism is a phenomenon that exists at both the individual and unit level. We conceptualize unit-level ostracism as a bottom-up phenomenon whereby the unit-level construct manifests as a result of the underlying lower level employee processes and behaviors. This presents a different view than a model assuming that ostracism is a shared phenomenon whereby all group members are collectively exposed to the same phenomenon. By viewing unit-level ostracism as a by-product of what each individual experiences, we are able to capture unit-level ostracism as an emergent property at the group level (see Kozlowski et al. 2013). This helps advance research because it allows for the investigation of how ostracism can be influenced by variables that do not exist at lower levels (for example, effects of climate or culture on unit-level ostracism, or studies can later examine the effect of unit-level ostracism on group performance). This also provides opportunities to study context (Johns 2006) and to link ostracism to broader models of group behavior.
Our second contribution is in integrating the social learning perspective of ethical leadership with the existing literature on ostracism. Although it has been suggested that leaders may play an important role in preventing, reducing, or eliminating ostracism at work because they set and implement key organizational norms and practices (O’Reilly and Banki 2016; Wasserman et al. 2008), leadership in general has nonetheless received less empirical attention in the literature on ostracism. Our research addresses this important gap in the literature by providing one of the first empirical studies linking [ethical] leadership and work unit ostracism. Drawing upon SLT, our research suggests that leaders who discuss normative expectations and standards with employees, emphasize the importance of two-way communication, fairness, and listening to others, and express genuine care for all employees (i.e., those who display ethical leadership; Brown et al. 2005) can help deter ostracism at work.
Additionally, our study contributes to the extant literature on ostracism and ethical leadership by examining the role of organizational structure. Johns (2006) specifically lamented the lack of consideration of the broader organizational context and suggested that scholars should take this into serious consideration because context may change the meaningfulness or interpretation of organizational behaviors. Similarly, the leader–employee relationship is also generally complex and takes place within the broader organizational context (Ambrose and Schminke 2003; Ambrose et al. 2013; Dust et al. 2014). Our results suggest that ethical leaders’ influence is likely to be stronger in some organizational structures than in others. Particularly, our findings suggest that mechanistic structures tend to amplify the influence of ethical leadership on relational climate. This relationship speaks to the importance of understanding the broader organizational context in complex relationships. Thus, our research offers a more complete understanding of the effects of ethical leadership on ostracism in work units and highlights the need for incorporating the broader context in illustrating the antecedents of ostracism. This helps move thinking forward by highlighting situations in which leaders have more latitude in which to be effective.
Third, we identify employee state mindfulness and relational climate as unique pathways through which ethical leadership influences ostracism. Our theory and findings suggest that ethical leadership is an important leadership approach that stimulates state mindfulness and engenders a positive relational climate (Ng and Feldman 2015) that subsequently relates to less ostracism. Although there has been a surge of interest in mindfulness as a psychological construct and as a form of clinical intervention (Keng et al. 2011; Good et al. 2016), relatively few studies, if any, have examined state mindfulness as an antecedent of ostracism or as a mediator in the leadership–ostracism relationship. Thus, drawing from SCT, our study represents an important step by underscoring the importance of state mindfulness as a means to addressing ostracism in the workplace. Our finding that mindfulness as a state mediated the ethical leadership–ostracism relationship suggests that mindfulness is a key mechanism that leaders can use to decrease ostracism at work. This is an important finding for research on positive organizational behavior given the known benefits of mindfulness at work and the severe consequences of ostracism.
Our research goes further to show that the ethical leadership–work unit ostracism relationship is more complex than just a display of normative behavior. Specifically, in relying on SLT, our research findings suggest that ethical leadership negatively relates to work unit ostracism through its mediating influence on relational climate. As such, we contribute to research on ostracism by providing a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanism linking ethical leadership and work unit ostracism. In this regard, our research highlights the importance of ethical leadership in developing a climate of genuine care and consideration for others (i.e., relational climate; Bollmann and Krings 2016), which subsequently helps to deter ostracism in work units. This is noteworthy given that, consistently across two studies, our findings show that ethical leaders, by being role models of appropriate interpersonal relationships and actively encouraging others to do so, are better able to activate this relational climate process in work units, above and beyond a related leadership approach—idealized influence leadership—which we controlled for in both studies. Brown et al. (2005) emphasized the importance of controlling for this closely related leadership approach when examining the effects of ethical leadership to help scholars gain understanding of its predictive power. In doing so, our research not only underscores the importance of building relational climate as a means to addressing ostracism at both the employee and unit levels, but it also suggests that ethical leaders are well positioned to do so. Thus, in examining how, why, and under which conditions ethical leadership reduces ostracism, our study answers calls to identify the role of leadership in addressing ostracism (O’Reilly and Banki 2016; Wasserman et al. 2008) and uncovers critical mechanisms at both the individual and unit levels of analysis. This work is important as it contributes to necessary elements of developing and testing theory (Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan 2007) by reconceptualizing ostracism as a multilevel phenomenon and examining previously unexplored relationships and processes.
Finally, our study has important implications for the broader literature on leadership. To date, studies have mostly found that leadership behaviors and practices, such as leaders’ interactional justice and transformational leadership, are more effective in organic rather than mechanistic workgroup structures because organic structures are less rigid and provide fewer guidelines for expected behaviors. Organic structures enable leaders to have greater influence by guiding and empowering their followers (e.g., Ambrose et al. 2013; Dust et al. 2014). Brown et al. (2005) suggested that when “standards of practice are not well established, the ethical guidance provided by leaders should be more important” (p. 132). However, our findings suggest the opposite. Employees tend to be more attentive to the ethical or normatively appropriate conduct that ethical leaders explicitly communicate in a mechanistic (as opposed to organic) structure that is rigid and formal and emphasizes the importance of following clear standards. A potential explanation for this surprising but important finding is that such a mechanistic structure may send a very strong signal that solidifies the importance of adhering to the normative guidelines of ethical leaders to followers. Non-adherence may be perceived to attract severe disciplinary actions in mechanistic structures compared to non-rigid, organic structures, thus strengthening ethical leaders’ influence in developing a stronger relational climate that discourages work unit ostracism. This finding seems to be consistent with Ambrose and Schminke (2003) who found that leaders’ procedural justice, an operationally similar but distinct concept from ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005), tends to be more influential and works better in mechanistic structures.
Practical Implications
By focusing on the antecedents of unit- and individual-level ostracism, we offer important guidelines to organizations aimed at preventing and reducing the prevalence and occurrence of ostracism in the workplace or eliminating it altogether. Our findings suggest that normative guidelines and setting clear standards and expectations by leaders can help address workplace ostracism by building a positive relational climate where employees openly discuss the issues affecting them. A good way to start is for organizations to develop well thought-out recruitment strategies that incorporate and integrate more positive forms of leadership behavior such as ethical leadership (Avolio et al. 2009). Organizations can also utilize effective human resource practices aimed at helping leaders to develop their ethical leadership skills by providing ethics trainings that direct leaders’ attention to the importance of engaging with followers respectfully and encouraging appropriate behaviors in the workplace. The specific behavioral items that represent ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005) could also be shared with leaders, in order to serve as a radar in determining how well they are doing with regards to ethical leadership practices. Ideally, the trainings should be backed by the top management team and contain scenarios or common issues specific to that organization. Our research also suggests that investing in relationally related activities, such as team building and conflict resolution training, could be beneficial to addressing ostracism in work units. To sustain these efforts, managers should be well equipped with team building and conflict resolution strategies so that they can effectively deal with work-related issues before they escalate to the level where some employees are either ostracized by others or are ostracizing their colleagues.
Limitations and Future Research Suggestions
There are some limitations that should be noted and taken into account in future studies. First, although we sampled a large number of employees from different organizations in two field studies representing a diverse context from China, our study was based on a survey design. Therefore, we can neither infer causality nor claim that our findings are generalizable to other cultural contexts. Given the importance of cultural differences in response to ostracism (Robinson et al. 2013), we encourage future research to extend our findings in other cultural contexts. This could be important given that cultures vary on factors such as social interdependence and attachment and this could affect how employees perceive and respond to ostracism (for example, see Kimel et al. 2017; Uskul and Over 2017).
Second, our data came from the same source—employees, which we did because our main research questions concerned employees’ experiences and perceptions. This may raise some concerns about common source and common method variance bias. However, because we aggregated data collected from employees to the work unit and tested our hypotheses that included interaction simultaneously (Ployhart and Vandenberg 2010), this potential problem is somewhat reduced. Additionally, we conducted several CFAs and common method bias analyses, and these analyses did not produce evidence that common method bias was influencing our results. Furthermore, we also controlled for idealized influence leadership in both Study 1 and 2, which was particularly important because this leader behavior has the most conceptual overlap with ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005). We should note, however, that the correlation between ethical leadership and idealized influence leadership is relatively high at .71 (Study 1) and .78 (Study 2). Although this high correlation is attributable to aggregation which tends to escalate the size of correlation between two constructs (Kozlowski and Klein 2000; the correlation between ethical leadership and idealized influence leadership at the individual-level was .63 for Study 1 and .73 for Study 2), it is important to note that they are consistent with extant leadership research (see Mayer et al. 2012). Regardless, we encourage future research to seek out multiple data sources to allow for more rigorous testing of the observed relationships in our model.
Third, our findings revealed that relational climate partially mediated the ethical leadership-work unit ostracism relationship in both studies. As such, we encourage future research to build and expand on this work using other theoretical lenses such as social exchange theory to improve our understanding of the emergence of work unit ostracism. For instance, it is possible that ethical leader behavior may discourage ostracism in work units by increasing trust among work unit members, which encourages everyone to share ideas respectfully and care for one another. Finally, because our study is perhaps one of the first to examine the role of organizational structure in the ethical leadership–ostracism relationship, we encourage future research to extend our current findings using samples from a range of cultures that vary on social dimensions such as social interdependence or attachment style.
In conclusion, although there is a growing body of work suggesting that workplace ostracism has serious deleterious effects on employees and their organizations (Ferris et al. 2017), limited research attention has been dedicated to uncovering how, why, and under which conditions ostracism may occur at the individual and unit levels. Using time-lagged data from two field studies covering several different organizations, our research attempted to address this important gap in the literature by explicating the role of ethical leadership in deterring ostracism at both the individual and unit levels. We specifically found that ethical leadership builds a relational climate that relates to less ostracism in work units whereas state mindfulness partially mediates the relationship on individual-level ostracism. Additionally, we found that the influence of ethical leadership on relational climate was stronger when work units had a more mechanistic structure. Furthermore, we found that relational climate moderated the indirect effect of ethical leadership on individual-level ostracism via employee state mindfulness such that the indirect effect was stronger when relational climate was higher. Taken together, our research provides a holistic and robust understanding of what organizations might do to deter ostracism at work.



                                

                        
                    

                    Notes
	The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, Form 5X, is copyright 1995 by Bernard Bass and Bruce Avolio (www.mindgarden.com). All rights reserved.
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