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Abstract
With the increased competitiveness and significance of the workforce, the responsibility of organizational leaders has been 
increased to behave ethically and lead their followers in the best ethical way. This study aims to explore how the perception 
and trust of followers of their middle-level managers can shape the ethical behavior of middle managers and their bottom-line 
mentality. This qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured interviews from 10 employees of two Pakistani textile 
organizations—selecting five employees from each. Thematic analysis was used for data analysis. The findings reported that 
the bottom-line mentality demands are given priority. Thus, to achieve these demands, ethical values are being ignored while 
the nature of the task and attitude of the supervisor leads towards the social undermining of the employees. Furthermore, 
it has been found that leaders’ behavior and personality are more important in building trust and perception of employees, 
and this perception does not entail that leader will be acting ethically in real, but they are perceived to be. This study can 
provide valuable implications for policymakers, especially HR personnel, to device policies by considering ethical leader-
ship practices. The findings of this research recommend that better performance and profit maximization by employees can 
be enhanced by reducing the bottom-line mentality of top management. Few scholars have elaborated on ethical leadership, 
the complexity of the leader–follower relationship, and individual perceptions. Behavioral aspects, bottom-line mentality, 
and trust from employees’ perspective in ethical leadership have received little attention. In addition, this research has taken 
a step forward by exploring the collectivist country of Pakistan.
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Introduction

Ethical leadership has gained special attention from schol-
ars and researchers during the last decade (Banks et al., 
2021). Such ethical practices are important for both local 
and global organizations. Additionally, moral values are 
crucial to keep employees committed and to survive in 
the competitive market (Bahadori et al., 2021). As work-
ing conditions have been continuously evolving with more 
significance to team structure and collective task achieve-
ment, therefore, ethical forms of leadership are of great 
significance.

Employing ethical leadership practices in the workplace 
not only reduces discretionary behavior Van & Hogg (2017), 
but it also encourages employees to act morally and posi-
tively in the workplace (Mo & Shi, 2017). Ethical behavior 
is usually expected from the top management, who are the 
role models and influencers for their followers to behave 
ethically (Greenbaum et al., 2020).
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There has been a constant interest by researchers in stud-
ying leadership behaviors and their impact on employees’ 
task performance and overall organizational performance 
(Lemoine et al., 2019). However, the interest was initially 
in leaders only, how they behave, and what characteristics 
and qualities they possess that result in effective leadership 
behavior (Peng & Kim, 2020). Later, researchers included 
followers’ perspectives to have an impact on how ethical 
leaders emerge, behave and influence others to exhibit 
ethical behavior. Literature highlights three main aspects 
in which followers’ behavior in relation to their leaders 
are studied: personal beliefs, values and characteristics of 
followers, varied job-related experiences of different fol-
lowers, and how followers perceive their leaders (Chong 
& Wolf, 2010).

Moreover, employees’ perception of trust in their supervi-
sors and leaders may influence leaders’ actions to behave in 
more moral and ethical manners (Solinger et al., 2020). Trust 
is the psychological state in which employees develop posi-
tive intentions towards their team leaders (Rousseau et al., 
1998; Yang & Mossholder, 2010). Leaders play a signifi-
cant role in employees’ work behavior; how they behave and 
act in achieving organizational goals (Burke et al., 2007). 
Employees develop a relationship of mutual trust with lead-
ers who act and behave ethically towards them. This, con-
sequently, builds the leader-member relationship among the 
employees and team leaders (Blau, 1964). As per the find-
ings of earlier studies by Kalshoven et al. (2011) and Simons 
(2002) employees' perception of the ethical leadership prac-
tices of their leaders contributed significantly towards build-
ing their trust in them (leaders). Additionally, Bandura and 
Walters (1977; Bandura 1986) and Brown et al. (2005) have 
found that employees are more attracted towards trustwor-
thy and ethically behaving leaders. Taking these findings 
together, this research has studied employees’ trust percep-
tion of their ethical leaders to develop a theoretical explana-
tion of the emergence and exhibition of ethical leadership in 
middle-level managers or direct supervisors. It is essential 
to study because it can be viewed as a process explaining 
the critical relationship between leaders and followers (Got-
tfredson et al., 2020). The theoretical literature clearly shifts 
the focus from individual leaders to followers as well who 
equally and actively participate in the executive leadership 
behaviors by organizational leaders (Andersen et al., 2020).

The emerging body of literature has highlighted the sig-
nificance of exploring the bottom-line mentality from dif-
ferent angles of leadership styles (Greenbaum et al., 2012; 
Mawritz et al., 2017; Mesdaghinia et al., 2019). The employ-
ees working in the bottom-line mentality environment are 
primarily focused on achieving the goals, and in such an 
environment, the win of one is the loss of another (Green-
baum et al., 2012; Wolfe, 1988). As a result, such environ-
ments create competition among coworkers, which reduces 

concern for others working around them (e.g., Gasiorowska 
et al., 2016). As a result, such a bottom-line mentality leads 
towards the social undermining of employees, which is the 
fulfillment of demands at the expense of ethics (Shepard, 
1965). Such an attitude of supervisors hinders them from 
paying attention to the employees working around them 
(e.g., Molinsky et  al., 2012; Sirola & Pitesa, 2017). In 
such environments, it is unlikely that supervisors will act 
ethically towards their employees (e.g., Li, 2013; Mahsud 
et al., 2010), which leads towards the social undermining 
of employees.

Supervisors, who act ethically, provide support to people 
working around them in such environments through their fair 
and equitable decisions (Brown et al., 2005). Ethical leaders 
practice fair standards through discipline and communica-
tion among their team members. As suggested by arguments 
related to ethical leadership practices and social undermin-
ing, employees’ well-being is related to the attitude of super-
visors (Henderson & Argyle, 1986). Leaders who follow 
ethics build social relationships with their employees. Based 
on the theoretical grounding of social rules theory (SRT), 
the social undermining of employees restricts the effective-
ness of ethical leadership (Mostafa et al., 2020). In ethical 
leadership, the leader–follower relationship is maintained 
through rewards and punishments of the culprits (Brown & 
Treviño, 2006). Theoretically, in ethical leadership, the good 
attitude of the leader and clearly defined tasks reduce the 
likelihood of social undermining of the employees (Mostafa 
et al., 2020). Thus, we have advanced the literature by argu-
ing that that the bottom-line mentality demands are given 
priority and to achieve these demands, ethical values are 
being ignored. The two variables, namely the nature of the 
task and attitude of the supervisor, emerged from the data 
collection and analysis which reported that the nature of the 
task and attitude of the supervisor lead towards the social 
undermining of the employees. Practically, it is also signifi-
cant for organizations to be aware of social undermining of 
employees in ethical leadership practices in the workplace.

As ethical leadership has not taken individual perceptions 
into account to determine the complexity of the leader–fol-
lower relationship, therefore, more research is needed to 
explore the behavioral aspects of employees, trust percep-
tions, and bottom-line mentality (Greenbaum et al., 2020; 
Solinger et  al., 2020). Therefore, the objectives of this 
research are three-fold. Firstly, to identify the trust and per-
ception of followers toward their middle-level managers and 
immediate supervisors. Secondly, to explore the perception 
and trust of followers to motivate their leader’s genesis of 
ethical leadership. Thirdly, to identify the perceptions of top 
management BLM (bottom line mentality) leading to the 
social undermining of middle-level managers in the genesis 
of ethical leadership. The fulfilment of these objectives will 
cover the gaps in the literature.
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Therefore, the present study attempts to explore the ethi-
cal leadership, trust perception, and bottom-line mentality 
of middle-level managers and the role of top management. 
To fulfil the objectives of this research and to cover the 
gaps in the literature, this research has studied the follow-
ing research questions:

RQ1: How do trust and perception of followers by their 
middle-level managers and immediate supervisors 
motivate leaders in the genesis of ethical leadership?

RQ2: How do the perceptions of top management's 
bottom line mentality lead to the social undermining 
of middle-level managers in the genesis of ethical lead-
ership?

In designing this research, the prime focus was on two 
issues. The first issue focuses on the perception of followers 
of their (immediate supervisors) leaders and trust, which 
needs to be explored (Solinger et al., 2020). The present 
research is filling the gap by conducting it in the Asian con-
text, as the extant literature shows that most studies have 
been undertaken in China (Babalola et al., 2020; Green-
baum et al., 2020). USA (Marquardt et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 
2019). Thus, most of the research related to trust perception 
of followers and ethical leadership has been conducted on 
developed countries’ employees, especially western coun-
tries (Le & Tran, 2020). Therefore, it would be interesting 
to understand how ethical leaders behave in an Asian context 
in which there are varied cultural norms and organizational 
environments. Countries such as Pakistan are collectivist 
societies, and it has been suggested that ethical leadership 
needs to be explored in collectivist countries (Solinger et al., 
2020).

The second key issue focuses on the Bottom-Line Mental-
ity (referred to as BLM) and social undermining of employ-
ees. In this stream, mid-level as well as lower-level managers 
have been greatly ignored while studying ethical leadership. 
Therefore, it would be significant to study the role of mid-
level managers in ethical leadership behavior since they are a 
great influence on employees within organizational settings. 
Leadership studies have been done with a particular focus on 
CEOs’ ethical practices in organizations (Maak et al., 2016) 
but not from the perspective of middle-level managers.

Literature Review

Ethical Leadership

Brown and Treviño (2006) and Brown et al. (2005) have 
defined ethical leadership as the demonstration of nor-
matively appropriate conduct through personal actions 
and interpersonal relationships and the promotion of such 

conduct to followers through two-way communication, 
reinforcement, and decision-making. The concept of ethi-
cal leadership is grounded by Brown et al. (2005) in social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1986). According to this theory, 
people learn by observing how others, especially role mod-
els like teachers, leaders, and parents, behave. Likewise, 
the employees learn ethical conduct in the organizations 
by observing their leaders and how ethically they behave. 
Ethical leaders are trustworthy, respect everyone, treat eve-
ryone equally in the organization, do not show favoritism, 
and carry out their duties ethically and responsibly (Treviño 
et al., 2006). Ethical leaders are the role models and men-
tors who are in powerful positions in the organization and 
can capture the attention of their subordinates through their 
charismatic personalities. It has been highlighted that leader 
behave differently with different subordinates based on the 
perception of them in a dyadic relationship. Therefore, it 
can be argued that those followers who perceive and trust 
their leaders to be ethically sound would get a positive reac-
tion from their leaders because of the social exchange. In 
the past few decades, ethical leadership has been studied 
widely. Studies have highlighted that the role of a leader 
has a significant impact on the ethical conduct of business 
(Zhu et al., 2019). Top management and supervisors with 
ethical values provide support to their followers and display 
their ethical leadership practices by making transparent, fair 
decisions, always willing to support and help people around 
them (Piccolo et al., 2010).

Leader Member Exchange (LMX) Theory

The holistic approach to studying the quality of relationships 
among leaders and followers is the LMX theory. The main 
aspect of the study is the interaction of both leaders and fol-
lowers in this theory (Buengeler et al., 2021). The quality of 
this relationship is an important predictor of task meaning-
fulness and for social aspects related to followers, such as 
information access, status differences, leaders’ attention, and 
level of autonomy in performing the tasks and duties (Got-
tfredson et al., 2020). The interesting proposition of LMX is 
that there exists a distinct relationship of a leader with each 
of the followers (Aggarwal et al., 2020). It has been high-
lighted that leader tend to foster relationships with their fol-
lowers, characterized by trust, social exchange, and a sense 
of being liked and respected by their followers (Buengeler 
et al., 2021). Leaders would be distant from the ones con-
trary to these attributes. Therefore, it can be proposed that 
ethical leadership would be a by-product of LMX in which 
followers would tend to invest in the form of trust and a posi-
tive perception of their leaders, while leaders, on the other 
hand, will exhibit ethical leadership as a social exchange.

Another perspective of the trust foundation is the emo-
tional bond between the trustor and the trustee (Byun 
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et al., 2017). This relates to trust’s intrinsic virtue that a 
person believes in a relationship and, hence, is emotionally 
invested in that relationship by exhibiting special care and 
sincere concern for others (Chen & Lin, 2018). Conse-
quently, these emotional ties then bind the individuals by 
building a positive sense of the relationship. At the organi-
zational level, there are exchange relationships which are 
governed or influenced by these trust ties. One such rela-
tionship could be LMX (Yu et al., 2018). The quality of 
the relationship is enhanced if one party receives more 
resources than they give (Valle et al., 2019). Therefore, 
it can be proposed that if mutual trust is higher in LMX, 
the quality of the relationship will be better as there may 
be more loyalty and resources among leaders and mem-
bers. Research has tried to establish the linkage between 
members’ perceptions of trust and the actual trust level 
of their leader (Herman et al., 2018). Hence, the research 
signifies the importance of members’ perceived trust as an 
antecedent of the LMX relationship. On the other hand, 
researchers have also emphasized that both the constructs 
"members’ trust in the leader" and "leader’s trust in mem-
bers" are not the same (Gaudet & Tremblay, 2017). Lead-
ers exist at a higher hierarchical level within organizations 
and have the capability of influencing followers in a signif-
icant manner. Therefore, their interactions with their fol-
lowers are more likely to be shaped by their trust in their 
members. This leader’s trust in their members does not 
only instigate members’ trust levels in their leader but can 
also significantly influence their exchange relationships as 
well as LMX (Byun et al., 2017). LMX research is based 
on the notion of social exchange theory that there occurs 
an exchange of different resources among leaders and 
members, largely impacting the quality of their relation-
ship (Lloyd et al., 2017). One of the important factors in 
building followers’ perception is the leader’s behavior. For 
example, rewards, leaders’ feedback, and their support to 
encourage their members’ success enhance the quality of 
their LMX relationship (Dulebohn et al., 2012). However, 
it is also important to note that these contingent rewards, 
as well as the support they provide, depend on the leader’s 
trust at a certain level in their members. Therefore, the 
leader’s trust seems to be present at a fundamental level 
in the LMX relationship compared to other factors, and 
it has the tendency to impact the dynamics of the leader-
member. A leader’s trust can be effect-based as well as 
based on cognition. At the beginning of LMX interactions, 
affect appears to be more important than other elements 
(Herman et al., 2018). This implies that if a leader has 
a natural tendency to trust their members, it could help 
overcome various issues pertaining to insufficient infor-
mation about the benevolence of their members and their 
integrity. Consequently, the initiation of dynamics and 
workflow processes between two parties can be quicker.

Perception and Trust of Followers

Conventionally, trust is perceived to be a belief, positive 
expectations, or any positive intentions in the form of a 
psychological condition that further provides a basis for 
the social behavior of human beings (Lusher et al., 2012). 
Although trust cannot be explicitly monitored or exists tac-
itly, it enables people to trust and follow non-contractual 
obligations, and people usually become vulnerable know-
ingly (Setyaningrum et al., 2020). Trust is interwoven so 
finely into workplace day-to-day operations that it is nor-
mally studied just like any other organizing principle within 
organizations. For example, contractual relations could be 
governed by basing perceived trust as a general system. 
Another most important application of perception of trust 
is that it controls opportunism and monitoring issues can 
also be alleviated. Therefore, when employees perceive that 
their leaders are trustworthy and follow ethical and moral 
behavior, they will follow their supervisors. From the per-
spective of employees’ trust in leadership depends on the 
leaders' care and concerns for others. According to Prastio 
et al. (2020), trust in leaders has two types: reliance-based 
trust, which is defined as an individual’s readiness to place 
reliance on the work-related skills, abilities, and knowledge 
of another; and disclosure-based trust, which is described as 
an individual’s willingness to disclose work-related sensi-
tive aspects or personal opinions and information to another. 
When followers trust their leaders, it will entail a positive 
sense within the leaders themselves, and therefore, they 
will emerge as fairer and transparent in assigning as well as 
evaluating the duties of their subordinates.

Bottom Line Mentality

The bottom-line mentality is still at its fancy, and there is 
a need to explore this construct in various organizational 
settings. The bottom line is often cited in terms of financial 
gains and profits, but generally, it is defined as whatever "is 
worth paying attention to while everything else is discarded" 
(Wolfe, 1988). This term is interpreted as something related 
to profits, but BLM mostly aligns with Wolfe’s definition, 
which explains that the employees' primary focus is on fac-
tors that are of particular importance while belittling the 
importance of other things (Greenbaum et al., 2012). Giv-
ing due importance to certain bottom-line outcomes is often 
believed to be profitable for the organization, Trevio et al. 
(2006). Still, according to Greenbaum et al. (2012), when 
the top management’s primary focus lies in achieving the 
bottom-line goals of the organization, they often ignore the 
employees. They do not treat them fairly, and employees 
are focused on meeting the bottom-line demands, ignoring 
the ethical consequences of their behaviors. In today’s busi-
ness environment, the bottom-line mentality is increasing; 
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however, its consequences on leader–follower relationships 
are yet to be studied (Greenbaum et al., 2020). It is important 
to study how this bottom-line mentality would discourage 
middle-line managers and they would be having a negative 
consequence on followers’ perception of them.

Bottom‑Line Mentality and Social Undermining

According to Wolfe (1988), BLM can result in conflict 
among the employees and management of the organization. 
Top management, with the aim of achieving bottom-line 
demands, is just focused on profits, and they disregard the 
success of others in the organization. It is believed that who-
ever contributes more towards the bottom-line goals will be 
the winner. As a result of this, the employees compete rather 
than cooperate. As articulated by Wolfe (1988), employees 
with this one-dimensional thinking of bottom-line goals are 
"a short step away from wanting others to fail to actually 
help them fail by undermining their efforts, withholding 
information, or making them look bad". It can be concluded 
here that the bottom-line goals of the organization are being 
met at the expense of other employees working within the 
same organization (Sims & Brinkman, 2002). According to 
Greenbaum et al. (2012) the success of employees is inten-
tionally hindered by the top management, which leads to 
social undermining (e.g., providing the wrong information, 
competition for status and delaying the work, etc.). As per 
the literature, such practices of management are harmful 
to the proper functioning of the organization (Greenbaum 
et al., 2012). Ethical leadership should come into practice 
to reduce the social undermining of employees, and the role 
of middle management is important.

In literature, the role of middle-level management is given 
due importance as the middle-level managers are the middle 
layers of the organization, and they are responsible for the 
implementation of actions, processes, and communication 
between the top management and front-line managers (Singh 
et al., 2020). The managers' characteristics influence moving 
the organization towards ethical conduct as they work as a 
bridge between the top management teams and the lower-
level managers. Therefore, to minimize the hierarchical 
gap and reduce the social undermining of employees, this 
research highlighted the role of middle managers, who, by 
acting ethically and morally, can help employees reduce their 
social undermining.

Methods

We have used a qualitative research approach to develop an 
in-depth understanding of the two research questions of this 
research, i.e., how trust and perception of followers by their 
middle-level managers and immediate supervisors motivate 

leaders in the genesis of ethical leadership and how the per-
ceptions of top management's bottom-line mentality led to 
the social undermining of middle-level managers in the gen-
esis of ethical leadership. Majority of the studies on ethical 
leadership have been carried out using quantitative research 
approach (Ahn et al., 2018; Babalola et al., 2019; Cheng 
et al., 2019; Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara & Viera-Armas, 
2019), therefore, it becomes important to study ethical lead-
ership qualitatively. The data was collected through semi-
structured interviews which is one of the renowned methods 
to collect data in qualitative studies (Creswell, 2003). We 
conducted interviews using non-standardized, telephonic 
one-to-one interviews (Mark et al., 2009). The telephonic 
one-to-one interviews were conducted due to COVID-19 
restrictions. The participants were from the labor-intensive 
sector of Pakistan. They were difficult to reach through 
online platforms due to the unavailability of the Internet.

Research Philosophy and Research Approach

The philosophical underpinning of this research lies in con-
structivism (Creswell, 2003). According to Creswell (2003), 
in this worldview, the researchers follow the subjective 
meaning of the objects. This study involves trust percep-
tions, bottom-line mentality, and its relationship with lead-
ership behavior which is subjective in nature. To align with 
the objectives of this study, the research approach adopted 
is phenomenology. In this approach, the lived experiences 
of the participants are analyzed through thematic analysis 
(Hayllar & Griffin, 2005). The participants' lived experi-
ences of the ethical conduct by their organization were inter-
viewed to gain an in-depth knowledge of the phenomenon.

As per literature, most of the studies on ethical leadership 
have been carried out using a quantitative research approach 
(Babalola et al., 2020; Greenbaum et al., 2020), and this 
study aims to study the perception of trust of followers, 
bottom-line mentality, and ethical leadership. Therefore, an 
inductive approach (qualitative lens) is adopted consistent 
with the explanation of Saunders et al. (2009).

Participants

The respondents were selected using the purposive sam-
pling technique. This technique is chosen to select the right 
population which falls within the scope of research aims and 
objectives of the study (Saunders et al., 2009). The study has 
employed this sampling technique to target the employees of 
two private textile organizations of Pakistan.

Interviewees were from the two private textile organiza-
tions of Pakistan. The prime focus was on the textile industry 
of Pakistan because it is one of the main sources of exports 
for Pakistan (Khan & Khan, 2010), It is the low wage sec-
tor which plays a big role in the economic development of 

16606 Current Psychology  (2023) 42:16602–16617

1 3



Pakistan. The majority of the labor force works in the core 
industry of Pakistan. The bottom-line demands are fulfilled 
at the cost of intensive labour work, specifically in the pro-
duction department, which is responsible for meeting the 
demands, and the service department, which is responsible 
for the in-time delivery of products and services. In labor-
intensive industries, middle managers and immediate super-
visors serve as a link between upper and lower management 
in order to implement production demands.

The Pakistani textile industry is the core industry (Khan 
& Khan, 2010). The textile sector of Pakistan is the value-
added chain, and there are subsectors of each sector. The 
product of one sub-sector is the raw material for the other 
sector in line. The final product of the textile industry—in 
the form of a garment—starts with the picking of cotton and 
involves the value-added processes of spinning, weaving, 
and dying to make it a final product. Each step is labour-
intensive and offers employment opportunities to the masses 
of Pakistan. As it is a labour-intensive industry and core 
industry of Pakistan, it was best suited for data collection 
and to have in-depth knowledge of ethical leadership con-
duct from their perspective. The participants were from both 
the production and services departments.

We determined the sample size by using information 
power approach. In most qualitative research, the sample 
size is determined based on the saturation point (Saun-
ders et al., 2009). The researcher in the saturation point 
approach stops looking for additional information when 
no new themes emerge (Bougie & Sekaran, 2016). There-
fore, to determine the accurate sample size, the authors of 
this research have adopted the information power approach 
(Malterud et al., 2016).

Information power explains that "the more information 
the sample holds, relevant for the actual study, the lower 
number of participants is needed"(Malterud et al., 2016). 

Information power guides the researcher to determine the 
sample size on the basis of five items: "(a) study aim, (b) 
sample specificity, (c) use of established theory, (d) qual-
ity of dialogue, and (e) analysis strategy" (Malterud et al., 
2016). Using the guidelines of information power, we 
conducted 10 interviews with the participants. The qual-
ity of dialogue with the participants was strong and clear. 
Additionally, the characteristics of participants were highly 
qualified according to the aims and objectives of the study. 
The LMX supported the study, and having theoretical sup-
port requires less sample size. In this exploratory study, the 
analysis strategy was not cross-sectional; only a single case 
phenomenon of ethical leadership was considered. The sum-
mary of the participants' demographic data showed that most 
of the participants were male (see Table ).

Data Collection

Prior to the interview, the participants were asked to arrange 
a phone call in a quiet and calm place on the telephone. 
The interview time was also decided in advance as per the 
convenience of the participants. A semi-structured interview 
format was adopted. The interview guide and protocol were 
prepared. Two full-fledged pilot interviews were conducted 
with the targeted participants. The interview questions and 
wording were revised on the basis of participants’ feedback. 
The prime data was collected on the revised interview guide 
(see Table 1) and the consent of the participants was taken 
before the start of the interview.

The interview guide was divided into three sections. 
In the first section, the participants were introduced to the 
project. There were closed and open-ended questions on 
the Bottom-Line Mentality, Social Undermining, ethical 
leadership, and trust in the second section. The last sec-
tion contained the closing of the interview, and the further 

Table 1  Research instrument details

Research Question

Bottom Line Mentality 1. Can you please talk about your top management role in achieving bottom line demands?
2. How much your management follow ethics in meeting BLM?
3. Do you think your management treat you ethically?
4. How do you perceive your supervisor’s role in dealing with you?
5. What is the role of middle managers in your organization in operationalization of ethics?

Social Undermining 1. Can you please tell that when your management is completely focused on achieving bot-
tom line outcomes?

2. Can you please tell how BLM leads you towards social undermining?
Ethical leadership 1. Can you please tell your stance on ethical leadership?

2. Can you please tell that the decisions made by your management are fair?
3. Do you think your management act ethically?
4. Do you managers help employees in meeting the goals?
5. Do they keep the interest of you and other employees in mind?

Trust 1. Can you please tell how much do you trust your management decision?
2. Can you please tell do your trust on management motivate you to perform ethically?
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usage of data was explained, and the participant's consent 
for the publication of results was ensured. The interview was 
organized around these issues, but further questions were 
asked for clarification and the generation of new themes. 
We recorded the interview, and the participant's consent was 
obtained for the recording. The interviews ranged from 15 
to 30 min, depending on the availability and schedule of the 
participant (Table 2).

Data Analysis Strategy

Following the interviews, each interview was transcribed 
and coded manually. The three approaches of Van Manen 
(1990) were used for the thematic analysis of data. First, the 
definitions and themes of each construct were developed. 
Second, the themes and definitions were reviewed again by 
both researchers for accuracy. Thirdly, the themes were con-
firmed for reliability purposes. After the detailed thematic 
analysis, the description Moustakas (1994) was prepared to 
combine the common themes and experiences. Finally, the 
more repetitive themes were considered, which explained the 
phenomenon's essence in the best possible way. For the data 
analysis, the participants were assigned anonymous names 
to maintain their confidentiality. Direct quotes were used in 
italics in the main text of the article.

Thematic Analysis

This study has followed a systematic approach to generate 
themes. It started with the identification of themes based on 
the codes, then we analyzed the themes and described them 
based on analysis. The two broad themes, i.e., bottom-line 
mentality and perception and trust of employees, emerged. 
The sub-themes have depicted the nature of the task, which 
has two further sub-themes: easy task nature and the difficult 
nature of the task. The easy nature of the task leads towards 

the good attitude of the supervisor, while the difficult nature 
of the task leads towards the bad attitude of the supervi-
sor. In contrast, the bad attitude led to social undermining. 
Four sub-themes emerged out of the perception and trust of 
employees: the leader’s personality, perception of SOP’s, 
work pressure, and abusive behavior.

Results

We derived the initial 50 codes, which were summarized in 
sub-codes, further refined into three categories. The sche-
matic analysis revealed the perceptions regarding the nature 
of tasks of top management BLM (bottom line mentality) 
leads to the social undermining thus the ignorance of ethi-
cal leadership. Ethical leadership is being studied under the 
main four categories: bottom-line mentality, social under-
mining, and bottom-line mentality, trust, and ethical leader-
ship. The findings of each are discussed as follows:

Ethical Leadership—Followers’ Perception and Trust

The first concern of this study was to identify if the leaders 
are behaving ethically overall. Before asking direct ques-
tions, informants’ knowledge about ethical behavior was 
checked. We got the initial understanding that by ethics, they 
had the preconception that it is related to something harass-
ment and abusive behavior to be very specific.

Abusive Behavior

The majority of the informants have reported that abusive 
behavior and bullying are very common when it comes to 
the interaction of supervisors with their floor workers. The 
participants have reported that abusive behavior is more 

Table 2  Demographics of the 
participants

F; Female, M; Male. To keep the data of participants confidential, all names are anonymous

No Name Gender Qualification Position Experi-
ence 
(years)

1 A M MBA HR Deputy Manager 4
2 B M Bachelors HR assistant 7
3 C F MBA HR officer 3.5
4 D M Master’s in computer science Techno Functional Analyst 6
5 E M Bachelors Maintenance Supervisor 3
6 F M Bachelors in Textile Engineering DSM 4.5
7 G M Bachelor’s in commerce Accounts Officer 6
8 H M Master’s Admin Executive 2
9 I M Bachelor’s Business Admin HR Officer 2
10 J M Bachelor’s AM IT 7
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common in the production departments than in the services 
departments.

E: You know that most of the people here are illiterate 
in the textile industry, and their language is foul; they 
tend to abuse people. I have been through all this.

Similarly, it was also highlighted by more than half of 
informants that this unethical, abusive behavior comes from 
the head of the department that if he abuses then it will be 
directly trickling down the middle managers and they would 
behave unethically and vice versa.

F: I can say from my experience that if your Head of 
Department (HOD) is corrupt and abuses people and 
misbehaves with their subordinates, it will automati-
cally trickle down to us, and we would be behaving in 
the same manner with our workers.

However, the findings become interestingly contradictory 
when the informants reported that their top management 
(company directors), on the other hand, are ethically good, 
and they praised them. They reported that they had been 
concerned for workers’ wellbeing, and most of the depart-
ment managers and heads are not reflecting on their own 
seniors’ behavior and practices. This raises the question that 
if companies’ owners and directors exhibit ethical leader-
ship, it has no reflection on Managers and department heads 
who are directly reporting to them.

Leader’s Personality

To get a bigger and clearer picture of followers’ percep-
tion and ethical leadership, we collected data from different 
departments, which included services departments such as 
HR, and workers such as Spinning, Weaving, and packaging. 
4 out of 10 indicated and reported that because of their Head 
of Department’s good nature and ethical behavior managers 
in their department behave ethically. This highlights that 
perception of employees is built on leaders’ personality if 
they would be behaving ethically. For example, if they are 
not abusing, the followers perceive that they behave ethi-
cally and follow all the ethical standards. Respondents also 
indicated that only it happens very rare in the textile industry 
that managers behave ethically and that too in case if the 
head of department is good himself.

F: If you ask about my views, I think I have been fortu-
nate overall here. In terms of my boss, you must have 
heard that people do not change the jobs, they change 
boss.

Similarly, it was also mentioned by one of the informants 
that their previous head of department was corrupt. There-
fore, they had to suffer a lot when it comes to annual incre-
ments and performance evaluations. However, with this new 

head of department, things have started changing, and now 
there is a clear improvement. Even if they couldn’t get things 
right, they at least try to pitch it in front of top management 
and get it resolved.

G: I had been given very less increment previously 
because our previous manager never cared for our 
concerns, but now things are slightly better with the 
new Head of Department. They listen to us and prom-
ise that if they will compensate us in the next incre-
ment.

A critical analysis of findings indicates that leaders’ indi-
vidual behaviors and personalities create a strong percep-
tion of their followers, and they perceive them to behave 
ethically. However, the assumption that followers' percep-
tion about their leaders would result in leaders automatically 
behaving ethically is not clarified.

Followers’ Perception about SOPs

While probing the informants about the adherence to Stand-
ard Operating Procedures (SOPs), around 80% of partici-
pants mentioned that there are no clearly defined SOPs. 
When it comes to performance evaluations, no KPIs are 
defined beforehand. They have been assigned tasks with-
out getting their interest into account. Although 20% of the 
respondents mentioned that they always accept any kind of 
tasks for their personal growth and learning. However, no 
one reported that before assigning any task, any procedure 
is followed. This becomes problematic in cases where sub-
ordinates believe that their supervisors are unfair. As one of 
the respondents reported:

H: Last year, I was promoted to being Admin Execu-
tive, but surprisingly my manager called me in his 
office, and while breaking the news that although you 
do not deserve this promotion but still, I have given it 
to you. This was discouraging for me and heartbroken 
as well.
H: There were no KPIs set for us, we never get to know 
what are the performance standards that we need to 
follow.

However, respondents of the department, whose head of 
department is considered to have a good persona, reported 
that all the SOPs have been following by the workers and 
staff members. This indicates a very strong impact of follow-
ers’ perception of their leaders that in the absence of SOPs, 
the employees think that everything is going fine and there 
is adherence to company SOPs.

We always reach at 8:00 am, although our shift starts 
at 8:30 am. When we come to the office, our workers 
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have already started their work, and we do not need to 
keep check and balance if anything.

Work Pressure

Another important theme that emerged out of data was work 
pressure. Due to manufacturing intensive nature, workers 
are required to increase efficiency and meet the targets set 
by top management. It was reported that top management 
is only concerned about the fulfillment of targets. It is the 
pressure of work that makes supervisors and managers only 
concerned about completing targets, whether behaving ethi-
cally or unethically.

E: I do not think there is any role of our directors in 
making supervisors behave more ethically as they are 
only concerned about the production. If the require-
ments and targets are met, but they do not care how 
these have been achieved. I think the main reason is 
because of lack of communication.

Similarly, informants of the department with ethically 
good HOD informed that they are given freehand and flex-
ibility to accomplish their tasks. Hence, this can also be 
another reason that middle managers feel no desire to pres-
surize their subordinates and get the work done.

F: Another important thing is that there are many ups 
and downs, but he has never passed it down to our 
level.

Therefore, from the analysis of findings, it can be inferred 
that perception about the work pressure also has an impact 
on leaders behaving ethically. When the work pressure 
increases and deadlines are approaching, managers and 
supervisors are only concerned about the fulfillment of 
tasks, and they get it done without taking care of ethical 
standards. Employees are assigned tasks randomly and are 
not given any choice, or their interests are not considered. 
They are assigned the tasks, and they are required to deliver 
on them.

Bottom Line Mentality

More than two-thirds of the interviews revealed the bottom-
line mentality of their supervisors or head of departments 
under which they work or operate the functions of the organ-
izations. The overall analysis of the codes revealed the one 
main theme of the nature of work. The following quotes 
described this clearly:

A: Supervisor treats well. As a friend. But they are 
bound to HOD. Can sometimes do injustice. Depends 
on the nature of the task. They have pressure from 
HOD. As a private organization, the supervisor 

must follow the HOD at the end of the day. Being an 
employee, we must follow the orders and complete 
the tasks without considering the ethical or unethical 
issues.
C: Depends on the nature of the task. Sometimes for 
some tasks, the time is limited, so high pressure, over 
time, and extended working hours. Sometimes a task is 
flexible. The behavior of management is also flexible.

The analysis of results revealed that around 90% of par-
ticipants highlighted that the nature of the task to achieve 
bottom-line demands plays a vital role in the ethical behavior 
of the supervisor. If the nature of the task is flexible, the 
management also treats the employees with good behavior 
and follows ethics. On the other hand, if there are some dif-
ficult tasks and pressure from the top management, then the 
supervisor treats the employees unethically to meet the bot-
tom-line demands assigned to them by the top management.

Bottom Line Mentality and Social Undermining

The social undermining is highlighted through the analy-
sis of the data collected. The social undermining is linked 
with the bottom-line mentality of the top management or 
the supervisors. To meet the bottom line demands and work 
pressure from the top management on the supervisors to 
meet those demands well on time leads to the bad attitude of 
supervisors. Furthermore, this unethical treatment towards 
employees leads to the social undermining of the employees. 
The results were drawn on the following quotes from the 
participants.

A: Not many ethics are followed to meet the bottom-
line demands. Feel that we are not treated equally. 
Natural phenomenon. Being an employee, we have to 
follow the orders and complete the tasks without con-
sidering the ethical or unethical issues as we know the 
cultural norms that if we don’t do the task what will 
happen. When a task is assigned from top manage-
ment, then the HOD makes sure the work is completed. 
So, the HOD treats the employees harshly/scolds them. 
The HOD does want the task completed as they have 
to face the top management.
D: Not equal treatment. Yes, not fair treatment when 
the bottom-line demands are to meet on time and when 
there is pressure from the top management.

We have noticed from nearly 85% of participants that the 
nature of the task and pressure from top management leads 
to employees' unethical behavior towards their social under-
mining. They are not treated equally; sometimes, favoritism 
is done as one participant mentioned this the favoritism. The 
majority of the interviewees feel that there is a lack of justice 
in the organizations. Morally they do not feel strong and just 
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do the task assigned to them under any condition. The ethics 
are only followed depending on the nature of the task, which 
is a surprising and disturbing fact.

Mapping of Themes

Figure 1 explains how the themes emerged during the data 
analysis phase of this research. The two broad themes 
depicted in the yellow box are the main themes i.e., bottom 
line mentality and perception and trust of employees. The 
sub-themes are depicted in the blue boxes.

Bottom line mentality depends upon the nature of the task 
(green box) which has further two sub themes which are 
easy task nature and difficult nature of task. The easy nature 
of task leads towards the good attitude of supervisor while 
the difficult nature of task lead towards the bad attitude of 
supervisor. The analysis of data revealed further sub-themes 
of bad attitude of supervisor. The bad attitude of supervisor 
lead towards the social undermining of employees (brown 
box) and the reason of this bad attitude and social under-
mining of employees is that the ethical leadership is being 
ignored.

Four sub-themes emerged out of perception and trust 
of employees. The sub-themes of perception and trust of 
employees are depicted in blue box which are leader’s per-
sonality, perception of SOP’s, work pressure and abusive 
behavior.

Discussion

Based on the analysis of results, the conceptual framework 
proposed is shown in Fig. 1. The development of the con-
ceptual framework is based on the two broad themes: top 
management bottom-line mentality and trust and perceptions 
of followers. Two sub-themes emerge from the bottom-line 
mentality: the nature of the task and the attitude of the super-
visor, while these two have one sub-theme: the social under-
mining of employees. Supervisors' attitude is linked with 
ethical leadership (bad attitude of the supervisor to achieve 
bottom-line demands ignores all ethical practices). The four 
sub-themes emerge from trust and perception of employees: 
abusive behavior, leader’s personality, perception of Stand-
ard Operating Procedures (SOP’s), and work pressure, which 
leads to the emergence of ethical leadership.

Fig. 1  Mapping of themes
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The findings of this research contribute to managers' 
bottom-line mentality in the organizations of Pakistan and 
how this led to the ethical leadership behavior and social 
undermining of the employees. Additionally, it contributes 
to the trust and perception of followers on their middle-level 
managers, and immediate supervisors motivate leaders in the 
emergence of ethical leadership (Fig. 2).

The analysis of data reveals that leaders’ personality 
becomes more important when it comes to the building of 
followers’ perceptions. It has also been observed that when 
followers build a perception of their leaders that they are 
good and have a good personality, they automatically believe 
that they behave ethically (Rousseau et al., 1998; Yang & 
Mossholder, 2010). They tend to assume that all the ethi-
cal standards and SOPs are being followed by their leaders, 
even if there is no existence of such procedures (Burke et al., 
2007). An analysis of findings from different departments 
indicated that even supervisors indulge in abusive behavior 
in the textile industry. One possible reason is the lack of 
education in manufacturing intense organizations (McCann 
& Holt, 2009). As it has been reported that even during their 
past experiences and in other companies within the industry, 
the situation is the same. Workers are being bullied, use of 
abusive language by the supervisors, and making them afraid 
of getting fired is a general practice.

Employees develop a strong foundation of trust in their 
supervisors based on their perceptions of their leaders' ethi-
cal behavior. However, it has nothing to do with whether 
leaders are behaving ethically or not. The findings revealed 
that although there were no formal SOPs, employees still 
perceived that their supervisors were ethically behaving 
based on their personality. Therefore, the personality of a 

leader turns out to be more powerful in building up percep-
tions of followers about their leaders, and this perception, in 
turn, would develop a higher level of trust among followers.

The role of top management seems to be complex, as the 
findings reveal that a top middle manager’s ethical behav-
ior depends on the ethical behavior of department heads. In 
comparison, middle managers’ behavior does not depend 
on their leaders (directors). One possible reason could be a 
lack of communication. They never get to know the issues at 
the workers’ level, as some of the respondents reported the 
communication gap. There are no communication channels 
between lower-level workers and top management. Only the 
department heads communicate with the top management, 
and therefore, middle-level managers are never reported to 
the top management. One of the main reasons could be job 
security. Employees fear that if they raise their voice against 
their managers, they will lose their jobs.

To summarize, many respondents even directly men-
tioned that it is not that their perception would result in 
them behaving ethically. Hence, we propose that leaders' 
personality would lead to building perceptions of followers. 
This perception is strong enough that it does not matter if 
the leader is behaving ethically. This situation is prominent 
in the manufacturing sector of developing countries such as 
Pakistan because of the lower education levels (McCann & 
Holt, 2009). The SOPs are not well defined and communi-
cated to employees; therefore, managers and leaders have the 
freedom to behave and get the job done by any means. Lead-
ers are mainly promoted based on their experience level and 
not based on education. This entails the abusive behavior of 
supervisors, which builds a negative perception in the minds 
of subordinates about their leaders.

Fig. 2  Conceptual framework
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The bottom-line mentality is at its fancy, and there is a 
significant need to explore this construct in various organi-
zational settings (Greenbaum et al., 2012; Sims & Brink-
man, 2002). This study has covered up the gap with specific 
reference to conducting this study in Pakistan. In this study, 
"bottom line mentality" refers to the role of top management 
in meeting the bottom line demands and how this can lead 
to the social undermining of employees.

The analysis showed that employees and management 
sometimes get too involved in achieving the demands of the 
bottom line that they often forget to follow ethical leadership 
practices, although ethical considerations are equally impor-
tant (Greenbaum et al., 2020; Wolfe, 1988). The employees' 
voice depicted that there is a need for proper ethical leader-
ship in the organizations, and the Standard Operating Proce-
dures should be developed to ensure that all employees are 
treated equally and ethically.

We have analyzed that to meet the demands, the top man-
agement ignores the demands of the employees. The same 
reference can be found in the literature, which states that the 
focus of the management is just to increase the profits of the 
organization (Wolfe, 1988). One of the participants stated 
in the interview that the employees work hand to meet the 
organization's demands, and all the rewards are taken over 
by the managers who are supervising them. It can be con-
cluded here that the bottom-line goals of the organization are 
being met at the expense of other employees working within 
the same organization (Sims & Brinkman, 2002). Accord-
ing to Greenbaum et al. (2012), the success of employees is 
intentionally hindered by the top management, which leads 
to social undermining (e.g., providing the wrong informa-
tion, competition for status, and delaying work, etc.). As per 
the literature, such practices of management are harmful to 
the proper functioning of the organization (Greenbaum et al., 
2020). For example, management’s BLM can lead to the 
social undermining of (Greenbaum et al., 2012) unethical 
behavior and abusive behavior. The analysis showed that 
middle managers have the role of acting ethically and ask-
ing their subordinates to follow ethics so that the element 
of social undermining of the employees can be reduced to 
zero. This role of middle managers has been highlighted in 
the literature (Singh et al., 2020). As mentioned by one of 
the interviewers, their middle managers have a role in this. 
"Definitely, our middle managers follow the ethics and moti-
vate them to follow the ethics."

Theoretical Implications

The objective of this study was to explore the trust and 
perception of followers of their middle-level managers and 
immediate supervisors on how to motivate leaders in the 
genesis of ethical leadership and to explore the perceptions 
of top management's bottom-line mentality and how it can 

lead to the social undermining of middle-level managers in 
the genesis of ethical leadership. The gap in the literature to 
understand individual behavior, bottom-line mentality, trust 
perceptions, and social undermining from the perspective of 
ethical leadership was covered in this study in the context of 
an underdeveloped country, Pakistan.

The study's main findings relate to its objectives, that the 
personality and positioning of the leader (middle manager 
and top manager) are more important in building perceptions 
in the minds of followers. The results of the study revealed 
that trust has a significant role in maintaining employees' 
trust, and that bottom-line demands play an important role 
in the social undermining of employees. To shift the focus 
towards the personality of leaders, which current literature 
has been continuously criticizing. Theorists can incorporate 
more personality models and theories into ethical leader-
ship to create an integrated approach. It turns out that fol-
lowers' perceptions are more important than leaders' ethical 
behavior.

The empirical contribution of this study has indicated that 
employees’ interests are taken for granted, and bottom-line 
objectives are more important in the eyes of top manage-
ment. This study has opened new directions for the scholars 
and theorists of the social sciences to investigate the model 
proposed by this study to determine the role of middle-level 
managers as they are the key source of reducing the social 
undermining of their subordinates. The model proposed in 
this study can be tested to strengthen and generalize the find-
ings of this study for the theoretical expansion of LMX and 
ethical leadership theory.

Practical Implications

With regard to the implications for human resource man-
agement in respect to ethical leadership, the findings of this 
research offer some pathways. First, the findings of this 
research offer organizations an opportunity to invest their 
resources in the implementation and practice of ethical 
leadership in their organizations. Secondly, the extant lit-
erature has highlighted that the bottom-line mentality of the 
top management leads towards the dysfunctionality of the 
organizations. The fulfillment of demands and achievement 
of higher profits narrow down the role of top management. 
We have mentioned in our research that such mentality leads 
to the social undermining of the employees. Thus, we stud-
ied this aspect from the qualitative lens by listening directly 
to the employees about such practices. We have contrib-
uted to improving managerial practices by bringing light to 
this issue by conducting research in a developing country. 
Thus, the findings of this research recommend that better 
performance and profit maximization expectations from 
the employees can be enhanced by reducing the bottom-
line mentality. Organizations should understand that the 
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bottom-line mentality can be both beneficial and costly for 
employees and organizations. Therefore, it is important to 
incorporate the findings of our research into managerial pro-
grams to make the leaders realize that the bottom-line men-
tality can lead to the social undermining of employees, thus, 
as a result, poor performance and hence reduced profits.

Our findings have practical implications for the ethical 
leadership practices in organizations. The extant literature 
has focused mainly on the factors contributing to ethical 
leadership practices. Ethical leadership practices hinder 
unethical values and practices at the workplace. Our research 
has studied the phenomenon of ethical leadership and how 
unethical leadership practices can be a cause of social under-
mining of employees. The findings contribute to these mana-
gerial issues by giving due importance to ethical leadership 
practices. Managers should keep moral values and ethics 
in mind while communicating the bottom-line demands to 
their employees. The findings of this research highlight the 
significance of following ethics in the organization. The 
top management should explicitly state in their strategies 
the significance of ethical leadership practices, and these 
practices should be followed while meeting the bottom-line 
demands of the organizations. However, the focal point here 
to mention is the formulation of policies, rules, and regula-
tions, ethical practices, and the implementation of these ethi-
cal practices. This study suggests the pivotal role of ethical 
leadership in organizations. Additionally, the implementa-
tion of such practices should be rewarded and promoted in 
organizations.

Finally, this study offers useful insights for the top man-
agement to get the actual picture in terms of employees’ 
perspectives. The employees' trust perception of top man-
agement makes them act ethically and, thus, follow all 
ethical leadership practices. Our findings suggest that the 
organization's practitioners avoid abusive behavior to meet 
the demands of the bottom line. Such demands can be ful-
filled by good leadership and by the charismatic personal-
ity of the leaders. The top and middle management should 
devise Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) and ethical 
values to lower social undermining and work pressure on the 
lower-level employees. As a result, the management can win 
the trust of their employees.

Limitations and Future Research

The present study has been conducted considering time and 
other constraints; hence, it has some limitations. The first 
limitation is the small sample size. A larger sample size 
could have explored the opinions and viewpoints of more 
individuals. As we could get only 2 representatives from 
each department, more representation might have led to 
more similarities or differences to develop further in-depth 
knowledge. Moreover, a cross-industry comparison where 

more manufacturing companies can understand how the 
leaders specifically behave: consistent with this, future stud-
ies can also consider the services sector, especially in the 
current COVID situation where most of the services indus-
tries are operating online, and teams are connected virtually. 
It will be interesting to know how ethical leadership has 
evolved or in the process of evolving with employees’ per-
ception and trust in their leaders while connecting virtually.

The statistical generalization of qualitative is rather dif-
ficult because it is neither about the particular views nor 
particular location about which the wider applicability of 
findings can be drawn rather it is the in-depth study of a par-
ticular phenomenon, lived experiences and factors that shape 
the phenomenon being studied (Lewis et al., 2003). The rep-
resentation generalization of findings does not require how 
far the findings can be applied to parent population (Lewis 
et al., 2003). In a traditional sense, the qualitative studies are 
not generalizable rather they contribute to the community 
with a more in-depth finding (Myers, 2000).

This research has sought to capture how trust and per-
ception of followers on their middle-level managers and 
immediate supervisors motivate leaders in the genesis of 
ethical leadership and how the perceptions of top manage-
ment's bottom-line mentality led to the social undermining 
of middle levels managers in the genesis of ethical leader-
ship. While, limited in sample size, our target population 
was small because negotiating access to the population was 
slow and labor intensive due to COVID-19 restrictions, 
therefore we opted for the telephonic interview to reach the 
right population. Although, limited in sample size but the 
method opted for data collection helped us to generate the 
rich data.

Being qualitative in nature, the interviews were opted to 
establish the in-depth interviews with the respondents and to 
address the research problem in-depth. The smaller the sam-
ple size, the closer is to establish the in-depth relationship 
with the respondents, therefore, the smaller number of cases 
has facilitated the researchers to establish the close associa-
tion with the participants in naturalistic settings. The phe-
nomenon being under study usually occurs once therefore, 
the sample size is often kept small in qualitative research. 
The saturation of themes is likely to occur within the first 
six in-depth interviews and saturation point is clearly evi-
dent at 12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006). Additionally, in 
phenomenology approach the sample size is usually kept 
small because in the view of Gonzalez (2009), the sample 
size is driven on the basis of the main variants of the study 
and once the start appearing the sample size of less than 
twenty are common. Cresswell (2011) has argued that it is 
normal “to study a few individuals or a few cases” (pg, 209) 
in qualitative research studies.

The data saturation was achieved, and same themes were 
appearing therefore, the authors stopped their data collection 
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on 10 interviews. According to qualitative researchers, most 
of data can be collected from the initial interviews from the 
participants and sample size of 10 is adequate where the char-
acteristics of the population are homogenous (Sandelowski, 
1995).

Hence, the sample size adopted for this research was appro-
priate as per the scope and the nature of the topic (Morse, 
2000). The contact time with each participant was enough to 
get the richer information Marshall et al. (2013) and in this 
research the target population was homogenous working in the 
same industry and at same level (Trotter, 2012). Additionally, 
as per aims and objectives of this study the target population 
selected for the sampling was the truly representative (Bock 
& Sergeant, 2002).

The philosophical stance of this study is constructivism 
which requires in-depth inquiry of the matter; thus, this in-
depth understanding of phenomenon can be achieved through 
smaller number of interviews from the target population 
(Boddy, 2016). Albeit, as per qualitative researchers there is 
no hard and fast rule for the minimum sample size requirement 
for qualitative research. The minimum sample size for this 
study is justified within the aim, scope and nature of this study.

The second limitation is related to the informants; data 
was collected from subordinates to understand their percep-
tions and trust. However, future studies could include mid-
dle management, department heads, and top management 
along the same lines. As the results indicated, the role of top 
management is unclear with respect to the head of depart-
ments and, ultimately, middle-level managers. Therefore, 
future studies can also explore trust and perception by con-
sidering the viewpoints of middle managers and integrating 
them with the views of employees at lower levels. Thirdly, 
data was collected cross-sectionally from employees prob-
ing their past experiences. However, this perception and the 
trust identified in the study are ongoing. Therefore, future 
studies can consider exploring the evolution of employees’ 
trust and perception of their leaders by collecting data dur-
ing different time intervals. This perception may evolve as 
some difficult situations are encountered. It will be interest-
ing to see the evolution and even co-evolution of employees’ 
trust and perception of their leaders. Finally, we recommend 
and open the floor for new researchers to incorporate other 
process theories to conduct a grounded theory. Although 
ethical leadership is not a novel approach, for further theory 
advancement, a more qualitative approach such as grounded 
theory can be of great significance.

Conclusion

Ethical leadership has gained special attention from scholars 
and researchers during the last decade. In today’s dynamic 
work environment where employees are a competitive 

advantage, their concerns and issues should be addressed 
fairly by their leaders. This study signifies the ethical behav-
ior of middle-level managers towards their subordinates and 
how the followers shape their perception. It has been found 
that leaders’ behavior and personality are more important 
in building trust and the perception of employees, and this 
perception does not entail that a leader will act ethically in 
real life, but they are perceived to be. The findings reported 
that the bottom-line mentality demands are given priority, 
and thus to achieve these demands, ethical values are being 
ignored while the nature of the task and attitude of the super-
visor leads towards the social undermining of the employees.
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