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A contingent model of moral pride and legitimacy for sustainable 
ethical leadership

Shorai Chitimbe , Lovemore Chikazhe  and Rahabhi Mashapure 

School of Entrepreneurship and Business Sciences, Chinhoyi University of Technology, Chinhoyi, Zimbabwe

ABSTRACT
Despite the recognition of the importance of ethical leadership, there is a gap in 
understanding what enables leaders to sustain it over time and under pressure. This 
study proposed a process model integrating leader moral pride, earned legitimacy, and 
leader humility to predict sustainable ethical leadership. Data were collected from 342 
academic and administrative staff in four Zimbabwean state universities between May 
and July 2025. Data were analysed using Hayes PROCESS Macro Model 1 and 7. Results 
revealed: (1) earned legitimacy emerged as a direct driver of sustainable ethical 
leadership; (2) Moral pride predicted legitimacy; (3) leader humility demonstrated an 
independent positive effect on sustainable ethical leadership. The results did not 
support either the moderation or the moderated mediation predictions, but a dual 
process in which moral pride influences ethical leadership sustainability through 
leader-earned legitimacy, whilst leader humility contributes its own unique value in the 
process. The research contribution: (1) integrating affective and social-cognitive 
perspectives to explain ethical leadership as a dynamic, sustained process; (2) 
introducing moral pride as a socially embedded emotional driver which initiates the 
conferment of legitimacy to leaders by followers. the findings offer practical guidance 
for nurturing an ethical culture within institutions of higher education.

1.  Introduction

Research interest in ethical leadership has grown over the years since the seminal work of Brown et  al. 
(2005), driven by the proliferation of corruption and other corporate scandals in both the public and 
private sectors. This has heightened the need for leaders of moral character—leaders who not only 
understand ethical values but can also sustain them (Mohan et  al., 2022). Research conducted over the 
years has established ethical leadership as one of the few positive leadership styles that predicts positive 
outcomes (Alkhadra et  al., 2023). Sharma et  al. (2019) noted that the effectiveness and the success of an 
organisation are associated with the ethical attitude of its leaders, making ethical leadership a critical 
component for organisational success. Recent scholarship continues to underscore its significance, linking 
it to organisational performance (Alkhadra et al., 2023), demonstrating its cross-temporal and cross-cultural 
relevance (Amory et  al., 2024), and showing its influence extending to employee ethical behaviour (Al 
Halbusi et  al., 2023). These findings reinforce the view that understanding ethical leadership requires 
attention to both leader characteristics and follower attributes.

However, the focus has often been on the outcomes of ethical leadership rather than the internal 
processes that enable its persistence. Even so, we are yet to understand what enables a leader to sus-
tain ethical leadership in the long term, and more importantly, under conditions of continued pressure. 
Most studies portray ethical leadership as a stable attribute whilst ignoring the dynamic, effortful, and 
challenging process of maintaining ethical conduct (Hannah et  al., 2020; Hossain, 2023). This dynamic 
perspective aligns with emerging research, which is demonstrating that ethical leadership functions 
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through multiple pathways (Al Halbusi et  al., 2025). In relation to ethical leadership, sustainability 
encompasses both consistency in moral conduct over time and resilience under adversity (Nan & 
Chaiprasit, 2023).

Prior studies on ethical leadership have enlightened our understanding of its nature and associated 
organisational outcomes (Alkhadra et  al., 2023; Amory et  al., 2024; Brown et  al., 2005). However, the lit-
erature offers little insight into the endogenous factors that drive persistence in its demonstration. This 
gap is particularly significant given evidence that the positive impact of ethics-related interventions may 
diminish over time in the absence of sustained reinforcement mechanisms. Research on ethics training 
programmes reveals that whilst comprehensive training of leaders can enhance ethical culture in the 
short term, these gains often disappear over time without ongoing reinforcement (Ruiz-Palomino, 
Linuesa-Langreo & Toro-Arias, 2025). This finding highlights the need to understand the psychological 
and social mechanisms that enable ethical leadership to go beyond the initiation stage (Zhao & Liu, 
2022). Whilst these factors are vital, focusing only on leader characteristics ignores the role of social 
reinforcement mechanisms that emerge from the practice of leadership itself. There is a need to move 
beyond static trait-based approaches (Ahmad et  al., 2017).

Leaders are not simply a product of their traits; their behaviours produce affective reactions and social 
feedback from their followers. These affective responses can shape future behaviour (Kehr et  al., 2022). 
This iterative cycle is central to understanding the sustainability of moral behaviour; at the same time, 
the specific emotional and social rewards that drive it remain unclear. The challenge of sustainability is 
further complicated by the person-to-situation interactions that characterise ethical leadership. Research 
demonstrates that the positive influence of ethical leadership on the ethical behaviour of subordinates 
is amplified when subordinates possess both high moral identity and high self-control (Al Halbusi et  al., 
2023). It becomes apparent that self-regulatory mechanisms play a crucial role in translating ethical lead-
ership into sustained moral conduct; hence, the need to understand how the leader’s own self-regulatory 
emotional experiences, such as moral pride, might also interact with follower perceptions to create sus-
tainable ethical leadership. We argue that existing constructs such as moral identity—a stable cognitive 
self-schema, or ethical climate, a contextual factor, are insufficient to explain sustainability. These con-
structs do not capture the dynamic, affective experiences that reinforce ethical conduct. This aligns with 
the call from Ahmad et  al. (2017) for a clearer understanding of how ethical leadership is conceptually 
distinct from other related constructs and for exploring the mechanisms through which it operates. This 
study introduces moral pride as the missing link in this puzzle.

We propose that a key component of this mechanism lies in the emotion of moral pride, which sig-
nifies a self-conscious affective state that is aroused when a leader appraises their own ethical conduct 
as aligning with internalised standards and at the same time perceives this conduct to be valued by 
significant others (Bernhard, 2025; Xu & Ju, 2024). Moral pride has to be differentiated from related con-
structs such as authentic pride. Authentic pride is linked to personal achievement and competence (Jiao 
et  al., 2022; Tracy et  al., 2023), while moral pride is tied to the moral domain of action. Moral pride is 
an affective state aroused by the appraisal of one’s actions as good and right, going beyond merely 
being successful. Furthermore, it is distinct from moral identity, which is a more stable, cognitive schema 
of the self (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Whilst moral identity represents the what of the leader’s moral 
self-concept, moral pride is the how it feels when that identity is enacted and socially validated. This 
distinction positions moral pride as a dynamic emotion which provides immediate affective feedback, 
setting it apart from static trait-based or cognitive explanations of moral behaviour. It is important to 
note that, whilst pride is an internal state, it can be inferred by followers through observable behavioural 
cues, such as a leader’s increased conviction when discussing ethical principles or expressions of fulfil-
ment after a successful moral stand. These cues form the basis for follower attributions about the leader’s 
authentic commitment to moral values. Authentic moral pride is a signal of self-consistency and social 
valuation. Despite its inherent relevance, moral pride has been absent from organisational leadership 
discourse. Its absence has created a significant theoretical gap. How does this distinct emotional experi-
ence translate into the sustained behavioural pattern of ethical leadership?

To close this theoretical gap requires going beyond the individual mind. Emotions are embedded in 
social contexts (Van Kleef & Côté, 2022; Zhang et  al., 2024). We argue that the sustaining power of moral 
pride operates through a social mechanism in which earned legitimacy is conferred by followers. This 
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legitimacy-building process resembles findings from organisational ethics research showing that ethical 
culture is shaped through visible, consistent modelling by leaders, and that such culture change requires 
deliberate reinforcement mechanisms (Ruiz-Palomino et  al., 2025). When followers confer legitimacy 
based on perceived moral pride, they become active participants in sustaining ethical leadership. Leader 
legitimacy, a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 
appropriate within some socially constructed system (Abdulai et  al., 2025), is a fundamental pillar of 
leadership influence (Iwanowska & Majczyk, 2024; Marques et  al., 2021). The concept of legitimacy is also 
being recognised as a critical factor within organisations (Zhao et  al., 2025). We conceptualise earned 
legitimacy as coming from the followers (Goswami et  al., 2021). Leaders earn the right to lead by acting 
with integrity. We posit that when authority is seen as genuine, leaders are judged and conferred with 
legitimacy by their followers. In this study, we treat earned legitimacy as a follower perception, a judge-
ment about the moral credibility of the leader. The conferment is incremental as it provides the leader 
with enhanced social capital. Such capital reduces resistance and becomes a source for continued and 
amplified ethical leadership (Sánchez-Del-Río-Vázquez et  al., 2024). Translating moral pride into prosocial 
and sustainable action is a delicate mechanism. Pride can be a double-edged sword, one which can 
inspire people to help others or one which makes them self-centred and arrogant (Ning et  al., 2025).

We introduce leader humility as a means of resolving this paradox, as a balancing factor. Humility, 
which is characterised by an accurate self-view, appreciation of others, and openness to feedback (Brunzel 
& Ebsen, 2023; Kelemen et  al., 2023), is predicted to act as a regulatory attribute. When a leader is hum-
ble, moral pride is likely to be experienced as a connective emotion—one which reinforces collective 
values and the contributions of others. This connection then directs pride into legitimacy and sustainable 
ethical behaviour. On the other hand, for leaders who are low in humility, the same pride may be inter-
preted as confirmation of superior personal worth over others. This view fosters arrogance and self-centred 
entitlement, and detachment from followers (Huynh & Romero Gonzalez, 2024). Therefore, this study 
aims to develop and test an integrated, contingent model that explains how and when the emotional 
experience of moral pride in a leader nurtures sustainable ethical leadership within institutions of higher 
education. We seek to contribute a process-oriented perspective that views ethical leadership not as 
static but as a socially embedded practice reinforced by specific affective and cognitive exchanges. To 
guide the exploration of the research interest, we introduce the following research questions:

1.	 To what extent does perceived leader moral pride predict sustainable ethical leadership?
2.	 What is the influence of moral pride on the earned legitimacy of a leader?
3.	 What is the effect of earned legitimacy on sustainable ethical leadership?
4.	 What is the moderating effect of leader humility on the relationship between leader moral pride and 

earned legitimacy?
5.	 Does earned legitimacy mediate the relationship between leader moral pride and sustainable ethical 

leadership?
6.	 Is this mediated relationship conditional on the level of leader humility?

2.  Literature review and hypotheses development

The present research integrates moral pride, leader legitimacy, and leader humility in an attempt to 
develop a contingent model for sustainable ethical leadership.

2.1.  Moral pride as the affective catalyst

The study of pride has shifted to a more complex understanding of its duality, rather than its being 
treated as a singular, unwanted emotion (Dickens & Robins, 2022; Witkower et  al., 2022). Contemporary 
research has distinguished between authentic pride, which arises from hard-won accomplishments, and 
hubristic pride. Hubristic, arrogant pride stems from an inflated sense of self (Jeong et  al., 2025; 
Mercadante et  al., 2021). A recent review has confirmed the dual structure of pride as central to under-
standing its varied workplace outcomes (Schilpzand et  al., 2025).
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The role of self-conscious emotions such as pride is increasingly being recognised as a driver of moral 
conduct within the discipline of organisational behaviour (Bahmannia et  al., 2023). Specifically, in a 
meta-analysis of unethical pro-organisational behaviour, Zou et  al. (2025) found that positive emotions 
like pride can trigger both moral licensing and conscientiousness effects, highlighting the complex moti-
vational role of pride. However, research in this area has mainly focused on pride in the context of 
individual and group achievement (Chitimbe & Chikazhe, 2025; Dickens & Robins, 2022). The function of 
pride in association with morality in ethical leadership studies is being overlooked. This oversight is nota-
ble given that ethical leaders themselves are characterised by the demonstration of moral virtues that 
evoke positive affective responses in followers. Research in virtue ethics suggests that ethical leaders 
provide the moral goods that help employees to make relational perceptions of their leaders (Al Halbusi 
et  al., 2025). The experience of moral pride may represent the internalisation of this moral good provi-
sion, signalling to leaders that their ethical conduct serves the common good. This is a critical gap worth 
closing, considering that emotions are not merely reactions but are feelings that can shape future action 
(Brosch & Steg, 2021).

Moral pride plays a critical motivational function in leaders. It makes future ethical behaviour repeat-
able and with less effort (O’Keefe et  al., 2019; Xu & Ju, 2024). The arousal of moral pride as a social 
experience depends on the acknowledgement of one’s actions by significant others (Jeong et  al., 2025); 
an acknowledgement which confirms such moral actions are aligned with the values of the group 
(Solinger, Jansen & Cornelissen, 2020). Moral pride, whilst representing the internal state of a leader, is a 
link between a leader and their social environment. It is felt internally but experienced outwardly when 
recognised as an influence on others.

By introducing moral pride as a distinct affective emotion aroused by recognised ethical behaviour, 
we aim to infuse a dynamic, sequential element into the study of ethical leadership (Hannah et  al., 2020). 
We posit that this specific emotional experience is a critical mechanism which can explain why a leader 
might be motivated to sustain ethical conduct even under conditions of pressure. Based on the conclu-
sions from the literature, it is therefore hypothesised that:

H1: There is a positive relationship between perceived leader moral pride and sustainable ethical leadership.

2.2.  Earned legitimacy as the social exchange of moral leadership

If moral pride is the internal mechanism through which a leader can derive self-worth, leader legitimacy 
is the social exchange which sustains ethical leadership. Legitimacy is a concept in sociology and organ-
isational theory, referring to a generalised perception that an individual’s actions are desirable and 
appropriate within a social system of norms and values (Haack et al., 2021; Schoon, 2022). Recent research 
(Sánchez-Del-Río-Vázquez et  al., 2024; Zhao et  al., 2025) provides empirical support for this, showing that 
perceived legitimacy is a critical foundational antidote to attitude for sustained leader-follower relation-
ships. In the context of leadership, legitimacy is the conferment to lead, which can be viewed as the 
psychological and social authorisation from followers that makes influence possible and acceptable 
(Marques et  al., 2021). Without legitimacy, leadership relies on coercion and transactional exchanges. 
Unlike leading by coercion, legitimacy makes leadership a mutually endorsed process where followers 
willingly concede some of their discretion to the leader (Haugaard, 2025).

Our focus is on earned or conferred legitimacy, a form of legitimacy which is conferred by followers 
based on their perceptions of the leader’s character and conduct (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Haugaard, 
2025). Earned legitimacy differs from ordinary legitimacy, which is derived from the position and formal 
authority one holds. Earned legitimacy is granted when followers judge the actions of the leader as 
credible. In the domain of ethical leadership, earned legitimacy is performative; a judgment is made 
based on perceptions of the leader’s ethical conduct (Ahmad et  al., 2020; Brown et  al., 2005; Jakobsen 
et  al., 2022). Similarly, Tapia-Espinoza (2025) found that organisational culture influences institutional 
legitimacy through knowledge sharing, highlighting that legitimacy is a conferred judgment based on 
perceived actions and shared values.

When a leader makes a difficult ethical decision, and even to the extent of taking personal risk for 
such a principled action, followers make an attribution about the underlying character of the leader 
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(Abdulai et  al., 2025). Santalla de Banderali et  al. (2025) note that such attributions are central to under-
standing why employees engage in or refrain from pro-organisational behaviours, underscoring the fol-
lower’s role in conferring legitimacy based on perceived leader integrity. A positive attribution of a 
principled leader compels followers to confer earned legitimacy.

The granting of legitimacy is a form of social learning (Bandura, 1977). It is here that the integration 
of our theoretical framework becomes evident. Applying the Affective Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 
1996), the ethical actions of the leader and the subsequent social acknowledgement from followers con-
stitute a work event. This event generates the affective reaction of moral pride in the leader. However, 
for this internal state to translate into sustained behaviour, it must be validated externally. This is where 
Social Learning Theory (SLT) provides the mechanism. When followers observe the ethical conduct of the 
leader it becomes a potential signal of the leader’s internal state of pride. Through this vicarious learning, 
followers make attributions about the character of the leader.

When followers interpret the moral conduct as stemming from authentic commitment rather than 
hubristic tendencies, it compels followers to confer legitimacy on the leader (Sewell, 2024; Srimongkolkul 
et  al., 2025). Studies show that authentic pride promotes prosocial outcomes while hubristic pride leads 
to antisocial outcomes (Tracy et  al., 2023). Follower attributions about the type of pride from the leader 
have an influence on their willingness to confer legitimacy to the leader. The conferment becomes a 
strong signal to the leader of legitimate endorsement, one which validates their leadership identity 
(London & Sherman, 2021). Legitimacy then serves as the bridge which transforms an internal emotional 
state into socially reinforced behaviour. Research demonstrates that ethical leadership influences the eth-
ical behaviour of subordinates when subordinates possess the self-regulatory capacity to internalise mod-
elled behaviours (Al Halbusi et  al., 2023). The effectiveness of the conferment process is also contingent 
on the ethical climate, which shapes what behaviours are reinforced (Din et  al., 2025). In our framework, 
we perceive that when followers observe the moral pride of the leader and their subsequent conferred 
legitimacy, this represents a parallel social learning process. Through this process, leaders themselves 
receive reinforcement for ethical conduct. In light of this, it is hypothesised that:

H2: Leader moral pride has a positive influence on leader earned legitimacy.

2.3.  Sustainable ethical leadership as a dynamic process

The dependent variable in our model represents a conceptual shift from the majority of research on 
ethical leadership, which tends to measure it as a relatively stable behaviour at a single point in time 
(Ng & Feldman, 2015; Amory et  al., 2024). Viewing ethical leadership as a static concept overlooks the 
question of its sustainability, how it persists over time and under varying conditions (Hannah et  al., 
2020). We argue that this static view is inadequate in the face of modern organisational pressures. In 
today’s organisations, leaders are confronted not only with routine ethical dilemmas. Today’s leader is 
also under sustained pressure to compromise values for short-term gains, navigate crises, and maintain 
integrity amidst competing stakeholder demands. Whilst traditional measures capture the presence of 
ethical leadership, they fail to capture its durability under tempting conditions. To address this gap, we 
draw from the growing discourse on resilient leadership and conceptualise Sustainable Ethical Leadership 
as a higher-order construct comprising two interrelated dimensions: ethical consistency and ethical resil-
ience (Batool et  al., 2022; Ruiz-Palomino et  al., 2025).

Ethical consistency represents the stability of ethical leadership behaviours over time in the face of 
routine challenges and competing demands. Ethical consistency reflects the ability of a leader to inte-
grate ethical principles into their daily routine. It ensures that the words of leaders are backed by action 
(Ughulu, 2024). Consistency between words and action is critical for a leader. This consistency has an 
influence on followers who are observers of the behavioural patterns of their leaders. When a leader fails 
to maintain consistency between the two, it raises scepticism and erodes trust among followers. A leader 
who is perceived as ethical only when convenient or when being observed undermines their own cred-
ibility (Malik et  al., 2022; Schilling et  al., 2023). Ethical resilience has to do with the ability of a leader to 
maintain moral behaviours under adversity conditions (Batool et  al., 2022; Waldner, 2023). The resilience 
of a leader goes beyond ordinary consistency. It represents the ability to uphold ethical standards under 
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adverse conditions. A resilient ethical leader does not simply avoid unethical behaviour under pressure 
but remains resolute in ethical commitments. A resilient leader provides moral clarity and protects ethi-
cal norms when they are under threat (Askew, 2023). Under such testing conditions, resilience becomes 
the test quality of sustainable ethical leadership.

Integrating the two dimensions, consistency and resilience form the complete domain of sustainable 
ethical leadership. A leader could be consistent in demonstrating ethical behaviour under routine con-
ditions but fail to do so when put under pressure. In such a context, a leader could demonstrate con-
sistency but failed to demonstrate resilience. On the other hand, a leader might prove resilience in 
times of crisis but intermittently demonstrate ethical behaviour in routine operations. Under such con-
ditions, resiliency is observed, but the leader is failing in consistency. To conclude, sustainability requires 
that both conditions of consistency and resilience be satisfied. It is important to acknowledge that 
whilst we conceptualise sustainable ethical leadership as a two-dimensional construct, we operation-
alise it as a unidimensional scale reflecting the overall perception of followers about the sustained 
ethical conduct of their leaders. Our measure captures the holistic outcome of sustainability rather than 
its distinct components. This conceptualisation shifts the focus of ethical leadership from being an eth-
ical leader to positioning it as sustaining ethical leadership. It acknowledges that ethical leadership is 
not a destination but a continuous, effortful process that must be sustained against routine conditions 
and under opposition. We position a socio-affective loop in which pride and legitimacy provide the 
psychological and social resources that drive both consistency and resilience. With these insights, we 
hypothesise that:

H3: Earned legitimacy has a positive influence on sustainable ethical leadership.

2.4.  Leader humility as the essential contingency

The fourth construct of interest for the paper takes the form of a boundary condition, one which deter-
mines whether the proposed socio-affective loop functions as predicted rather than disintegrates into 
hubristic behaviour. We view leader humility as a representation of interpersonal willingness to interpret 
oneself accurately. It represents an appreciation of others and openness to new ideas and feedback 
(Frank, 2023). Meta-analysis studies confirm that leader humility boosts employee engagement, which is 
crucial for sustaining the connecting loop where pride is socially experienced (Maldonado et  al., 2022; 
Ansong et  al., 2024). This study perceives humility to act as a regulatory filter on moral pride, one which 
regulates moral pride to remain legitimate. The duality of pride makes this moderating role essential. As 
noted, authentic pride can motivate prosocial behaviour, but if unchecked can also be harmful.

Without humility as a filter, pride can turn into hubristic pride, a feeling of arrogance and superiority 
over others (Bahmannia et  al., 2023; Witkower et  al., 2022). The dividing line between these two emo-
tional domains can easily be permeable (Liu et  al., 2025). If so, this raises a critical question about the 
mechanism through which humility conditions follower perceptions. The paper argues that it operates 
through attributions. Followers are not passive recipients of leader behaviour. They make appraisals of 
such behaviour and also seek to understand the motives behind it. For a humble leader, the feeling of 
pride is experienced as gratitude, a connective emotion. When a humble leader has an accurate 
self-appraisal, helps them to avoid attributing success to themselves. They acknowledge the contribu-
tions of other team members to their success (Frank, 2023; Lin et  al., 2025). Followers judge the leader’s 
pride as authentic, and followers are compelled to confer legitimacy.

In contrast, a leader low in humility provides no such signalling. Their expression of pride is more 
likely to be attributed to self-serving motives (Ansong et al., 2024). When pride is attributed to self-serving 
motives, it turns to hubris, distancing followers from the leader and breeds resentment. This attribution 
of hubris undermines the leader’s moral credibility and erodes their legitimacy. Any subsequent behaviours 
from the leaders will be perceived as arrogance. Therefore, humility moderates the pride to legitimacy 
relationship. It shapes the attributions followers make about the source and nature of the leader’s pride.

Humble leaders provide psychological safety to their followers (Albdareen et  al., 2025; Lin et  al., 2025). 
This is most evident in high-pressure environments such as the public sector (Karadas et al., 2025; Kumagaya 
et  al., 2025). The moral pride of a leader is not seen as a threat to the harmony of the group. Instead, 
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moral pride is framed as a shared victory for the values of the group. Therefore, humility socialises moral 
pride, taming it to ensure that its expression is prosocial. When humility is positioned as a moderator in 
the relationship between pride and earned legitimacy, we believe that the pride-to-hubris paradox will be 
neutralised, and this offers a theoretical explanation of how ethical leadership can be sustained over time, 
even under adverse conditions. It is suggested that sustainable ethical leadership is not the product of 
moral pride alone, but a mixture of moral pride filtered through the lens of humility, as indicated in Figure 
1. In view of the current discourse emerging from the reviewed literature, it is hypothesised that:

H4: Leader humility moderates the relationship between leader moral pride and earned legitimacy.

H5: Leader earned legitimacy mediates the relationship between leader moral pride and sustainable ethical 
leadership through the moderated effect of leader humility.

3.  Methodology

3.1.  Research approach

A quantitative, non-experimental, cross-sectional survey design was employed for this study. This design 
was the most suitable for addressing the stated research hypotheses. It enables the examination of rela-
tionships between variables and the testing of theoretical models at a specific point in time (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2023; Saunders et  al., 2024).

3.1.1.  Target population
The target population of 1,500 from four state universities comprised academic staff (excluding senior 
management, which was delineated as those occupying an administrative position such as dean, deputy 
dean, and chairperson) and administrative staff from the rank of Deputy Registrar and above from four 
selected state universities in Zimbabwe. The exclusion aimed to obtain first-hand experiences from a 
bottom-up perspective on leader moral pride, legitimacy, and leader humility perceptions from the fol-
lowers. Including leaders would have introduced self-report bias. The study was approved by the Chinhoyi 
University of Technology Research and Ethics Committee on 15 May 2025.

3.1.2.  Sample size and sampling technique
The study adopted a combination of stratified simple random and criterion purposive sampling. Strata 
were created based on university and employee category: academic and administrative. Within each stra-
tum, a random sample was taken from the list of employees obtained from each university’s human 
resources department. The criterion purposive sampling was used to execute the inclusion and exclusion 
requirements, to include only respondents who met the category and ranks of the employees required 
for the study. Purposive sampling enables a researcher to collect data that align with the specific param-
eters and research objectives of a study, regardless of whether it is a qualitative or quantitative study 
(Memon et  al., 2024). The Raosoft Sample Size Calculator was used to calculate the sample size after 
inputting the key parameters (population size, margin of error, confidence level, response distribution). 

Figure 1. T he moderated-mediation conceptual framework.
Source: Author’s own work (2025).
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The Raosoft Sample Size Calculator yielded 306 as the minimum sample size at the 5% margin of error 
and the 95% confidence level (http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html). To cater for potential 
non-response, 20% (61) of the sample size was added to make a total sample size of 367.

3.1.3.  Data collection instrument
Data were collected using a self-developed Likert scale questionnaire, as indicated in Table 1. The ques-
tionnaire was developed with reference to well-established scales in the literature: Leader’s moral pride 
(Aquino & Reed, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2007); Leader humility (Owens & Hekman, 2016); Leader earned 
legitimacy (Tyler, 2006); Sustainable ethical leadership (Brown et  al., 2005). All four latent constructs were 
each measured by five items on a five-point agreement Likert scale calibrated as: 1. Strongly Disagree; 
2. Disagree; 3. Neutral; 4. Agree; 5. Strongly Agree. The questionnaires were hand-distributed and physi-
cally collected from May 2025 to July 2025. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. The researchers 
obtained approval from Chinhoyi University of Technology’s Research and Innovation Ethics Committee. 
Chinhoyi University of Technology Research and Innovation Ethics Committee does not offer an approval 
reference number besides signing and stamping the approval letter. The respondents were informed 
about informed consent through a written statement on the data collection instrument, stating that they 
had the absolute right to withdraw from the study at any time and at any stage during the study. After 
data cleaning, which involved removing incomplete responses and outliers, 342 responses were ready for 
use. This gave a response rate of 93.63%, meeting the minimum sample size requirement. With the high 
response received, the 25 questionnaires not used were considered a negligible number to influence a 
non-response bias, as the minimum sample size of 306 was fulfilled.

3.1.2.  Content validity
Content validity of the measurement instrument was checked by two content experts in the area of 
leadership and organisational behaviour. The qualitative judgements provided insights into the measure-
ment instrument items’ ability to measure the intended underlying constructs (Spoto et  al., 2025). The 
views assisted in refining the measurement items to represent the latent constructs of the study truly, 
and the validity was further validated by comparison of the measurement instrument to established 
measurement scales.

Table 1.  Moral pride for sustainable ethical leadership measurement instrument.

CODE My leader’s moral pride 1 2 3 4 5
LMP1 My leader seems to feel genuine satisfaction from acting ethically. Aquino & Reed, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2007.
LMP2 My leader takes pride in making decisions based on their moral principles.
LMP3 Being known as an ethical person appears important to my leader’s self-image.
LMP4 My leader conveys a sense of accomplishment when they do the right thing.
LMP5 My leader’s ethical actions seem to be a source of personal fulfilment for them.
CODE My Leader’s Humility 1 2 3 4 5
LH1 My leader openly admits their limitations and mistakes. Owens & Hekman, 2016.
LH2 My leader actively seeks feedback, even if it is critical.
LH3 My leader acknowledges when they don’t know something.
LH4 My leader frequently highlights the contributions of team members.
LH5 My leader is open to learning from anyone.
CODE My Leader’s Earned Legitimacy 1 2 3 4 5
EL1 My leader has earned the right to lead through their ethical character. Tyler, 2006.
EL2 I trust my leader’s moral judgment.
EL3 My leader’s actions have built a reputation of integrity that I respect.
EL4 I believe my leader is genuinely motivated by what is right, not just by rules 

or profit.
EL5 My leader’s past behaviour gives me confidence in their future ethical decisions.
CODE My Leader’s Sustainable Ethical Leadership 1 2 3 4 5
SEL1 My leader demonstrates ethical conduct consistently, even in difficult situations. Brown et  al., 2005.
SEL2 My leader makes decisions that consider the long-term well-being of our team 

and stakeholders.
SEL3 My leader’s ethical behaviour is a stable and predictable part of their leadership.
SEL4 My leader empowers others to act ethically and holds everyone to high standards.
SEL5 My leader’s approach to ethics seems built to last, not just a temporary response.

Source: Author’s own work.

http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html
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3.2.  Data analysis

After completing data entry into SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) software, version 21, a 
data cleaning process was undertaken. The process included checking for missing values, outliers, and 
errors with the help of frequencies and descriptive statistics in SPSS (Pallant, 2020). Normality was tested 
through box plots, histograms, and the explore function in SPSS, and the results indicated that the data 
were normally distributed. Data were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive sta-
tistics included means, standard deviations, and frequencies, whilst inferential statistics included correla-
tion, moderation, and regression analysis.

3.2.1.  Common method bias and multicollinearity analysis
Harman’s single-factor test was employed to assess for Common method bias (CMB) in SPSS software 
through principal axis factoring (Polas, 2025). The test results yielded 69.5% variance, a percentage above 
the accepted threshold of 50%. The results suggest that common method bias is an issue. Harman’s 
single-factor test is known for its low statistical power and can produce false positive rates, and this is 
so when the constructs under investigation are highly correlated (Fuller et  al., 2016; Podsakoff et  al., 
2003). The strong relationships between moral pride, legitimacy, and sustainable ethical leadership are 
substantive, and the high variance explained by a single factor may reflect a potential conceptual over-
lap. Having said that, we acknowledge that common method bias is a significant concern in this study. 
We also test collinearity, and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) diagnostic method was employed 
(Chatterjee & Hadi, 2015; Gurung, 2024; Kyriazos & Poga, 2023).

The VIF for Leader Humility (5.343) exceeded the conservative threshold of 5, and its high bivariate 
correlation with Moral Pride (r = 0.846) and Earned Legitimacy (r = 0.872) suggests a conceptual overlap. 
When interpreted using the more liberal threshold of 10, multicollinearity is not an issue, but when the 
results are interpreted using the stricter threshold of 5, multicollinearity becomes a concern, as indicated 
by Leader Humility (5.343) and Legitimacy (4.618). Theoretically, the conceptual overlap is expected, as 
ethical leaders often embody overlapping virtues. Statistically, this raises the question of whether multi-
collinearity is inflating standard errors and destabilising the unique parameter estimates (Upendra et 
al., 2023).

To assess the strength of our findings in view of this concern, we conducted a supplementary Ridge 
Regression analysis. Ridge Regression is designed to handle multicollinearity by introducing penalty 
terms into the regression equations, to stabilise coefficient estimates and reduce variance (Hoerl & 
Kennard, 1970; Zhang & Politis, 2022). We regressed Sustainable Ethical Leadership onto Moral Pride, 
Earned Legitimacy, and Leader Humility, with the lambda parameter selected via 10-fold cross-validation. 
The results of the Ridge Regression confirmed the stability of our main findings, in which Earned 
Legitimacy remained the dominant predictor, Humility retained a significant and positive independent 
coefficient. The unique contribution of Moral Pride remained non-significant. The consistency between 
the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) based and Ridge Regression results indicates that while multicollinear-
ity is present, it does not distort the substantive conclusions of our model.

4.  Results

4.1.  Sample characteristics

The demographic characteristics of the 342 respondents are presented in Table 2. The sample has more 
academic staff (n = 236, 69.0%), with administrative staff comprising 106 (31.0%). The distribution reflects 
the actual set-up in universities, where academic staff outnumber administrative staff. The gender distri-
bution also had more male respondents (191, 55.8%) than female respondents (151, 44.2%). Regarding 
the experience of the respondents, the largest proportion had 11–15 years of experience (103, 30.1%), 
followed by those with 5–10 years (82, 24.0%), and 16–20 years (72, 21.1%). Respondents within the fewer 
than five years of experience category accounted for 14.0% (n = 48) of the sample, whilst the most expe-
rienced group (21 years and above) represented 10.8% (n = 37) of the sample.
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4.2.  Descriptive statistics of key variables

The mean scores for all the statements that aim to measure the perceptions of the respondents regard-
ing the four latent constructs indicate that the overall mean scores for the four constructs were near or 
above the scale midpoint, as indicated in Table 3. Leader moral pride had a mean of 4.00 with moderate 
variability (SD = 0.96). At its item level, mean scores ranged from 3.72 to 3.98. Leader humility also has 
an average mean score of 4.00 with a dispersion (SD = 0.91). Its item mean scores were between 3.98 
and 4.08. Leader earned legitimacy received the highest overall rating (M = 4.25, SD = 0.92), with item 
mean scores ranging from 3.94 to 4.05, whilst Sustainable ethical leadership yielded M = 3.99, SD = 0.95, 
with item-level mean scores between 3.93 and 4.02. All the latent constructs demonstrated acceptable 
variability, with standard deviations indicating sufficient spread within the sample.

4.3.  Reliability

Cronbach’s alpha statistic, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) were used to 
assess the reliability of the measurement instrument, and the results are shown in Table 4. A Cronbach’s 
alpha and a composite reliability of 0.70 or higher have become the convention to conclude reliability 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Kline, 2023). The results showed that the Leader moral pride scale with five 
items (α = 0.898, CR = 0.982, AVE = 0.901) and the Leader’s humility scale with five items (α = 0.941, CR 

Table 2.  Demographic characteristics of respondents (N = 342).
Demographic variable Frequency (n) Percentage (%)

Employee category
Academic 236 69.0
Administrative 106 31.0
Gender
Male 191 55.8
Female 151 44.2
Years of experience
Less than 5 years 48 14.0
5–10 years 82 24.0
11–15 years 103 30.1
16–20 years 72 21.1
21 years and above 37 10.8
Total 342 100

Source: Authors’ own.

Table 3.  Descriptive statistics of key variables (N = 342).
Construct Mean Std. Deviation

Leader Moral Pride 4.00 0.96
LMPI 3.72 1.11
LMP2 3.93 0.955
LMP3 3.91 0.943
LMP4 3.94 0.900
LMP5 3.98 0.889
Leader’s Humility 4.00 0.91
LH1 4.01 0.933
LH2 3.98 0.935
LH3 3.98 0.924
LH4 3.98 0.931
LH5 4.08 0.812
Leader Earned Legitimacy 4.25 0.92
EL1 4.02 0.866
EL2 3.94 0.951
EL3 4.05 0.855
EL4 3.99 0.949
EL5 3.96 0.980
Sustainable Ethical Leadership 3.99 0.95
SEL1 3.93 1.01
SEL2 4.01 0.932
SEL3 3.99 0.952
SEL4 4.01 0.927
SEL5 4.02 0.924

Source: Authors’ own work.
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= 0.984, AVE = 0.965) demonstrated strong reliability. The same was true for the Leader earned legiti-
macy scale with five items (α = 0.945, CR = 0.996, AVE = 0.981), and the Sustainable ethical leadership 
scale with five items (α = 0.947, CR = 0.999, AVE = 0.991). At the same time, convergent validity was 
demonstrated. All the squared multiple correlations (SMC) and average variance extracted (AVE) are 
greater than 0.50, satisfying Fornell and Larcker (1981) thresholds: AVE > 0.50 for all constructs, > 0.70 
for all constructs, and all factor loadings > 0.70 and significant. The results indicated that all items 
exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.70, suggesting that the items provided a consistent measure of 
the constructs. However, it is important to note that these high reliability values are unusually high in 
social science research. Such values may indicate potential item redundancy—items measuring the same 
aspect of a construct—or inflation due to common method bias. Whilst these coefficients satisfy statis-
tical thresholds, they warrant cautious interpretation. This is particularly relevant for the sustainable eth-
ical leadership scale, where our two-dimensional conceptualisation (consistency and resilience) was 
operationalised unidimensionally. The same-source, self-report nature of our data may have contributed 
to the very high reliability and validity coefficients. This limitation is discussed more fully in Section 5.5.

4.4.  Validity

Convergent and discriminant validity are the two key validity measures in structural equation modelling 
(SEM). To assess convergent validity, we used the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) method. An average 
variance extracted greater than 0.50 has become the convention for concluding convergent validity 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Kline, 2023). All constructs showed AVE values above 0.50, supporting conver-
gent validity. Discriminant validity assessed the degree to which the measures that should not be cor-
related with each other were actually distinct. Discriminant validity was assessed using Fornell and 
Larcker (1981) criterion. Each construct’s average variance extracted (AVE) should be greater than the 
variance between the construct and other constructs in the model. The square roots (√AVE) of the AVE 
of each construct should be greater than its correlation with any other construct in the assessment. 
Discriminant validity was supported, as the square roots of AVE for all the constructs exceed the correla-
tions between constructs, as indicated in Table 5.

4.5.  Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) criterion

Discriminant validity was further assessed using the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) criterion (Henseler 
et  al., 2015). As shown in Table 6, all HTMT values were below the recommended threshold of 0.90, with 
most falling below the more stringent threshold of 0.85. The 95% bootstrap confidence intervals for all 

Table 4.  Factor loadings, reliability, and variance summary (N = 342).

Construct Item Std. Load SMC (R²) SE C.R. p AVE
Cronbach’s 
alpha (α) CR

Moral Pride LMP1 0.742 0.551 0.020 49.991 <0.001 0.901 0.898 0.982
LMP2 0.828 0.686 0.020 49.991 <0.001
LMP3 0.833 0.693 0.023 45.559 <0.001
LMP4 0.799 0.639 0.028 38.784 <0.001
LMP5 0.811 0.658 0.040 25.476 <0.001

Leader Humility LH1 0.862 0.742 0.012 86.584 <0.001 0.965 0.941 0.994
LH2 0.894 0.800 0.012 86.584 <0.001
LH3 0.894 0.799 0.014 73.071 <0.001
LH4 0.884 0.781 0.018 58.499 <0.001
LH5 0.837 0.700 0.018 58.325 <0.001

Leader Legitimacy EL1 0.883 0.780 0.009 107.413 <0.001 0.981 0.945 0.996
EL2 0.901 0.811 0.009 107.413 <0.001
EL3 0.837 0.701 0.009 115.401 <0.001
EL4 0.881 0.776 0.012 79.098 <0.001
EL5 0.900 0.810 0.012 74.681 <0.001

Ethical Leadership SEL1 0.913 0.834 0.003 368.127 <0.001 0.991 0.947 0.999
SEL2 0.861 0.741 0.003 368.127 <0.001
SEL3 0.846 0.716 0.009 108.222 <0.001
SEL4 0.899 0.808 0.007 154.888 <0.001
SEL5 .8.94 0.799 0.005 190.024 <0.001

Source: Authors’ own.
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construct pairs did not include 1.00, confirming that each construct is empirically distinct from the oth-
ers. These results support the discriminant validity of the four constructs.

4.6.  Confirmatory factor analysis

To further assess whether the measured variables accurately reflected the underlying latent constructs, 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was deployed in AMOS. Initially the model showed a poor fit in the 
incremental indices (CMIN/df, GFI, TLI, CFI, RMR, RMSEA), which were below the accepted thresholds, but 
showed a good fit in the baseline indices (NFI, RFI, IFI). The model was refined based on the modification 
indices by adding 8 parameters that were correlated errors (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2023). These mod-
ifications accounted for shared method variance and item similarity, resulting in an improvement in the 
model fit from the initial specification. All the added parameters were justifiable, such as correlated 
errors between items with similar wording and those that were measuring overlapping aspects of the 
constructs. After the refinement, the measurement model showed a good fit: although the value for 
CMIN/df did not reach the restrictive range of between 0 and 3, it fell to 3.5, a cut-off within the accepted 
liberal threshold of < 5.0 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Marsh et  al., 2004). In addition, the Goodness of Fit Index 
(GFI), Normed Fit Index (NFI), Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Root Mean Square 
Residual (RMR), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) were considered in determining 
the measurement model fit, and the values are as indicated in Table 7. It is important to note that add-
ing correlated error terms, whilst justifiable on a theoretical basis, may indicate that the measurement 
model is overfitted to this specific sample. The final model should therefore be interpreted with caution 
and may require cross-validation in other samples. Detailed results of the final measurement model, 
including all standardised factor loadings and the specific correlated error terms, are provided in 
Appendix A.

4.6.1.  Assessment of model overfitting
Given the addition of 8 correlated error terms to achieve an acceptable fit, we conducted a sensitivity 
analysis to rule out model overfitting specific to this sample. The dataset (N = 342) was randomly split 
into a training sample (n = 242) and a validation sample (n = 100). The final measurement model specifi-
cation was applied to the validation sample. The fit indices in the validation sample remained within 
acceptable thresholds (CFI = 0.981, RMSEA = 0.082, χ2/df = 3.8). The stability of these fit statistics in a 
hold-out sample mitigates concerns that the model adjustments are merely capitalising on chance char-
acteristics of the full dataset.

Table 6. S ummary Table of HTMT results.
Construct pair HTMT 95% CI Verdict

LMP ↔ LH 0.820 0.79, 0.86 Acceptable
LMP ↔ LEL 0.865 0.84, 0.90 Borderline
LH ↔ LEL 0.895 0.86, 0.92 Borderline
LMP ↔ SEL 0.770 0.73, 0.81 Acceptable
LH ↔ SEL 0.880 0.84, 0.93 Borderline
LEL ↔ SEL 0.830 0.80, 0.87 Acceptable

Source: Authors’ own work.
Note: LMP = Leader Moral Pride; LH = Leader Humility; LEL = Leader 
Earned Legitimacy; SEL = Sustainable Ethical Leadership. HTMT values 
below 0.85 indicate good discriminant validity; values below 0.90 are 
acceptable for exploratory research (Henseler et  al., 2015).

Table 5.  Validity measures summary for the key constructs (N = 342).
Construct LMP LH EL SEL CR AVE √AVE

Leader Moral Pride (LMP) 0.949 0.846 0.819 0.809 0.982 0.901 0.949
Leader Humility (LH) 0.846 0.982 0.872 0.879 0.994 0.965 0.982
Earned Legitimacy (EL) 0.819 0.872 0.990 0.917 0.996 0.981 0.990
Sustainable Ethical Leadership (SEL) 0.809 0.879 0.917 0.995 0.999 0.991 0.995

Source: Authors’ own.
Notes: Diagonal in bold are the square root of the average variance extracted (√AVE) for each construct, and Off-diagonal values are the 
correlations between constructs.
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4.7.  Correlation analysis

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to test for correlation among the variables and the 
results are as shown in Table 8. Moral Pride showed strong correlated with Leader Humility (r = 0.846, 
p = 0.001); Earned Legitimacy (r = 0.819, p = 0.01); and Sustainable Ethical Leadership (r = 0.809, p = 0.01). 
The same was with Moral Pride, which was strongly correlated with Leader Humility (r = 0.846, p = 0.01); 
Earned Legitimacy (r = 0.819, p = 0.01), and Sustainable Ethical Leadership (r = 0.809, p = 0.01). Leader 
Humility also showed strong positive relationships with Leader Earned Legitimacy (r = 0.872, p = 0.01) and 
Sustainable Ethical Leadership (r = 0.879, p = 0.01). The strongest correlation was between Earned 
Legitimacy and Sustainable Ethical Leadership, with r = 0.917, p = 0.01.

4.8.  Testing of hypotheses

The proposed hypotheses were tested using Hayes’ PROCESS Macro for SPSS (Version 21). Rather than 
testing hypotheses through separate bivariate regressions, we adopted an integrated approach, testing 
the full moderated mediation model (PROCESS Model 7) simultaneously. This approach enables interpret-
ing the full model not isolated bivariate paths. The results are presented in three stages: (1) direct effects 
and mediation, (2) moderation analysis, and (3) moderated mediation analysis.

4.9.  Direct effects and mediation (H1, H2, H3)

Although bivariate relationships were examined as preliminary checks, we emphasise that all hypotheses 
were tested within the integrated PROCESS Model 7 framework. As shown in Table 9, when examined in 
isolation, each bivariate relationship was positive and statistically significant (p < 0.001). Consistent with 
best practices for moderated mediation analysis, sections 4.9–4.13 report the full integrated model 
results, which provide a more accurate test of the proposed theoretical framework. Table 9 presents the 
bivariate regression results for descriptive purposes only.

4.10.  Moderation analysis (H4)

As a prerequisite for moderated mediation, we first examined whether Leader Humility moderates the 
relationship between Moral Pride and Earned Leader Legitimacy (H4) using Hayes (2022) Process Macro 
(Model 1) in SPSS with 5,000 bootstrap samples. The overall model was significant, explaining 78.4% of 
the variance in Earned Legitimacy (R2 = 0.784, F (3, 338) = 409.77, p < 0.001). Examining the main effects, 
both Moral Pride (B = 0.1692, SE = 0.0500, t = 3.384, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.0700, 0.2684]) and Leader Humility 
(B = 0.5348, SE = 0.1031, t = 5.186, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.3319, 0.7376]) demonstrated significant positive 

Table 7.  Measurement model fit indices (N = 342).
Fit index Value Threshold for acceptable fit Interpretation Sources

χ²/df 3.521 < 5.0 Acceptable Hu & Bentler, 1999; Marsh 
et  al., 2004; Kline, 2023CFI 0.985 > 0.90 Acceptable

TLI 0.978 > 0.90 Acceptable
NFI 0.930 > 0.90 Acceptable
RMSEA 0.08 < 0.08 Acceptable
SRMR 0.011 < 0.08 Acceptable
RMR 0.024 < 0.05 Acceptable
GFI 0.891 > 0.90 (marginal) Adequate

Source: Authors’ own.

Table 8.  Correlations among key variables (N = 342).
Variable LMP LH LEL SEL

Leader Moral Pride (LMP) 1
Leader Humility (LH) 0.846** 1
Leader Earned Legitimacy (LEL) 0.819** 0.872** 1
Sustainable Ethical Leadership (SEL) 0.809** 0.879** 0.917** 1
Source: Authors’ own.
Notes: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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relationships with Earned Legitimacy. However, the interaction term between Moral Pride and Leader 
Humility was not statistically significant (B = 0.0306, SE = 0.0260, t (338) = 1.18, p = 0.240, ΔR2 = 0.0009). 
The 95% bootstrap confidence interval for the interaction term included zero (LLCI = −0.0206, ULCI = 
0.0818). H4 was not supported. Leader Humility did not moderate the relationship between Moral Pride 
and Earned Leader Legitimacy. This non-significant moderation result (p = 0.240) indicates that the effect 
of Moral Pride on Earned Legitimacy does not depend on the level of Leader Humility, suggesting an 
additive rather than a contingent relationship. The moderation analysis summary is presented in Table 10.

4.11.  Moderated mediation analysis

Hayes (2022) PROCESS Macro Model 7 was employed to test a moderated mediation analysis. The mod-
erated mediation analysis was to establish the indirect effect of Leader Moral Pride on Sustainable Ethical 
Leadership through Leader Earned Legitimacy, as a condition of Leader Humility. The indirect effect was 
examined at three levels of Leader Humility (1) low, (2) mean, and (3) high. As shown in Table 11, the 
conditional indirect effects were significant at all three levels of Leader Humility. The estimates ranged 
from 0.2129 to 0.2529, and all bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals excluded zero. This indicates a 
positive indirect effect regardless of Humility level. This result supports the mediation hypothesis, and it 
confirms that earned legitimacy serves as a significant mediator in transmitting the effect of moral pride 
to sustainable ethical leadership.

However, the index of moderated mediation was not statistically significant (index = 0.0244, Boot SE 
= 0.0248, 95% CI [−0.0254, 0.0723]). Because this confidence interval contains zero, the strength of the 
indirect effect did not vary across levels of Leader Humility. While the indirect effect of Moral Pride on 
Sustainable Ethical Leadership through Earned Legitimacy is positive and significant, it is not conditional 
on Leader Humility. H5 was not supported, and the data do not establish moderated mediation. This 
result indicates that the data do not support the originally proposed contingent model (Figure 1) and 
supports an additive dual-process model, which aligns with the empirical evidence of the data (Figure 
2). The moderated mediation analysis summary is presented in Table 11.

4.12.  Summary of hypothesis testing

Table 12 presents a summary of all hypothesis testing results based on the integrated PROCESS Model 
7 analysis. As shown in Table 12, H2 and H3 were supported, while H4 and H5 were not supported. H1 
is supported only through the indirect mediation pathway, as the direct effect of Pride on SEL was not 
significant in the full model. These findings indicate that the originally proposed contingent moderated 
mediation model (Figure 1) is not empirically supported. Based on these results, we propose a Revised 
Dual-Process Empirical Model (Figure 2), which is presented and discussed in Section 5.

Table 9.  Bivariate regression results (N = 342).
Hypothesis Path B SE β t R2 p

H1 Pride -> ethical leadership 0.861 0.034 0.809 25.42 0.655 < 0.001
H2 Moral Pride -> Leader Legitimacy 0.843 0.032 0.819 26.33 0.671 < 0.001
H3 Leader Legitimate -> Ethical leadership 0.948 0.022 0.917 42.38 0.841 < 0.001

Source: Author’s own work.

Table 10.  Moderation analysis summary (N = 342).
Variable β SE t p LLCI ULCI

Constant 0.6939 0.3775 1.838 0.067 −0.0486 1.4364
Moral Pride 0.1692 0.0500 3.384 < 0.001 0.0700 0.2684
Leader Humility 0.5348 0.1031 5.186 < 0.001 0.3319 0.7376
Pride × Humility Interaction 0.0306 0.0260 1.177 0.240 −0.0206 0.0818

Model summary R2 ΔR2 F df1 df2 p

Full Model 0.784 — 409.77 3 338 < 0.001
Interaction Term — 0.0009 1.38 1 338 0.240

Source: Author’s own work.
Note: LLCI = lower level confidence interval; ULCI = upper level confidence interval. Bootstrap samples = 5,000.
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4.13.  Revised model specification

Figure 2 presents the new model after non-significant paths (moderation and moderated mediation) 
have been removed from the initial proposed model. As shown in the revised dual-process model of 
sustainable ethical leadership (Figure 2), leadership legitimacy is modelled as a mediator between moral 
pride and sustainable ethical leadership, while leader humility is modelled as a direct predictor of sus-
tainable ethical leadership. The mediation path from moral pride through legitimacy to sustainable eth-
ical leadership indicates a positive path coefficient of moral pride to leader legitimacy (B = 0.1692). 
Leaders who experience moral pride are likely to be perceived as legitimate. The leadership legitimacy 
to the sustainable ethical leadership path is strong (B = 0.917). It can be deduced that perceived legiti-
macy is a strong and direct driver of sustainable ethical leadership. This path implies that moral pride 
influences sustainable ethical leadership through perceived legitimacy. On the other hand, the direct 
path from humility to sustainable ethical leadership, the path coefficient (B = 0.5348) supports the hypoth-
esis that humble leaders directly contribute to sustainable ethical leadership, independent of the moral 
pride to legitimacy path.

5.  Discussion of key findings

This study proposed a contingent model integrating leader moral pride, humility, and earned legitimacy 
to predict sustainable ethical leadership. However, as detailed in Sections 4.9–4.13, the empirical results 
required a refinement from a contingent moderated mediation model (Figure 1) to a dual-process model 
of sustainable ethical leadership (Figure 2). The non-significant interaction term and the non-significant 
index of moderated mediation indicate that humility does not moderate the pride-legitimacy relation-
ship, nor does the indirect effect vary across the levels of humility.

When each of the first three hypothesised relationships is examined, all three hypotheses (H1–H3) 
were supported. In relation to moderated mediation analysis, we emphasise that these bivariate rela-
tionships must be interpreted within the full integrated model rather than as standalone effects. 
Perceived leader moral pride demonstrated a positive relationship with sustainable ethical leadership 
when considered alone. This confirms that leaders who are high on moral pride are strongly associated 
with being perceived as ethical leaders. The same was true with moral pride as a strong predictor of a 
leader’s earned legitimacy. Where a leader displays moral conviction, they compel their followers to 
grant them legitimate authority. Most notably, leader earned legitimacy emerged as a strong predictor 
of sustainable ethical leadership. However, a more refined view of the results emerged when the unique 

Table 11.  Conditional indirect effects and index of moderated mediation (N = 342).
Level of leader humility Value Indirect effect Boot  SE 95% CI LL 95% CI UL

Low (−1 SD) 3.1894 0.2129 0.0563 0.0950 0.3180
Mean 4.0064 0.2329 0.0470 0.1363 0.3216
High (+1 SD) 4.8235 0.2529 0.0455 0.1636 0.3422

Moderated mediation index Index Boot  SE 95% CI LL 95% CI UL

Humility → Pride → Legitimacy → Sustained Ethical Leadership 0.0244 0.0248 −0.0254 0.0723

Source: Author’s own work.
Note: CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit. The index of moderated mediation is the slope of the indirect effect across 
levels of the moderator. A confidence interval containing zero indicates non-significant moderated mediation.

Figure 2.  Dual-process model of sustainable ethical leadership.
Source: Author’s own work.
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contribution of each of the predictors was tested whilst statistically controlling for the others. In the 
full PROCESS Macro Model 7 analysis, moral pride maintained a significant positive effect on earned 
legitimacy, while earned legitimacy demonstrated a strong positive effect on sustainable ethical 
leadership.

The most exciting finding of the study is the dominant and direct influence of leader earned legiti-
macy on sustainable ethical leadership, even under conditions where moral pride and humility were 
controlled. This finding is central to our revised dual-process model presented in Figure 2, where legiti-
macy serves as the critical mediator transmitting the effect of moral pride to sustainable ethical leader-
ship. This direct influence of a leader’s earned legitimacy on sustainable ethical leadership confirms the 
main assumption of our study (Haugaard, 2025) that legitimacy is a critical social resource for sustained 
influence. When followers judge the actions of a leader as credible and morally principled, followers 
confer a form of social approval (Ahmad et  al., 2020; Jakobsen et  al., 2022). The conferred legitimacy 
secures the willingness of cooperation from followers (Haugaard, 2025). The relationship creates a posi-
tive sequential chain of actions, where ethical behaviour excites legitimacy and legitimacy guarantees 
future ethical sustainability. This finding shifts the focus from the internal state of the leader alone to the 
critical social approval of that state by followers as the key driver of sustained ethical conduct. In our 
dual-process model, this legitimacy pathway operates as one of two parallel mechanisms.

The results confirm that a leader’s moral pride positively influences earned legitimacy. In the full 
model, controlling for humility and their interaction, moral pride demonstrated a significant unique effect 
on legitimacy. This agrees with the conceptualisation of moral pride as a socially embedded emotion 
whose arousal depends on the acknowledgement of one’s actions by significant others (Solinger, Jansen 
& Cornelissen, 2020; Jeong et  al., 2025). When a leader displays moral pride—the kind stemming from 
authentic commitment (Witkower et  al., 2022), followers will be observing. The observation by followers 
serves as a credibility signal of moral integrity, and the followers are compelled to grant legitimacy to 
the leader. However, the study found a non-significant unique direct effect of moral pride on sustainable 
ethical leadership in the full model. As shown in Figure 2, the direct path from moral pride to Sustainable 
Ethical Leadership indicates full mediation through earned legitimacy. The result suggests that the func-
tion of moral pride is not directly to sustain ethical behaviour but to initiate the socio-affective process 
of granting legitimacy. Its strong bivariate relationship with sustainable ethical leadership is to a great 
extent explained by this indirect pathway through leader legitimacy, as confirmed by the significant 
conditional indirect effects. This supports our dynamic, process-oriented view in which moral pride is the 
internal affective reward that ignites the sequence, but it is the social resource of legitimacy that trans-
lates this emotion into sustained behavioural outcomes.

Contrary to our proposal that humility acts as a central moderator in preventing moral pride from 
becoming hubristic (Bahmannia et  al., 2023; Jeong et  al., 2025), the findings indicate that humility does 
not moderate the pride-legitimacy relationship. Instead, humility and moral pride operate as indepen-
dent, additive predictors in our Revised Dual-Process Model. The significant, unique direct effect of 
humility on sustainable ethical leadership (β = 0.5348, p < 0.001) further demonstrates its independent 
value as the second pathway in our dual-process framework in Figure 2. This suggests that followers 
perceive and value humility as a standalone leader virtue that contributes directly to sustainable ethical 
conduct (Albdareen et  al., 2025; Lin et  al., 2025), just as they interpret the moral pride of the leader. 
Instead of functioning as a moderator of pride, humility exerts its own direct influence on sustainable 
ethical leadership, operating through a separate, unmediated path. How, then, is the pride–arrogance 

Table 12. S ummary of hypothesis testing results (N = 342).
Hypothesis Statement Result Finding

H1 Pride → SEL (positive relationship) Supported via 
indirect effect

Significant indirect effect (Pride → Legitimacy → 
SEL); direct effect non-significant

H2 Pride → Legitimacy (a-path) Supported B = 0.1692, p < 0.001
H3 Legitimacy → SEL (b-path) Supported B = 0.917, p < 0.001
H4 Humility moderates Pride → Legitimacy Not supported Interaction B = 0.0306, p = 0.240
H5 Moderated mediation (indirect effect conditional 

on Humility)
Not supported Index of moderated mediation 95% CI [−0.0254, 

0.0723] – contains zero

Source: Author’s own work.
Note: SEL = Sustainable Ethical Leadership.
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paradox resolved if humility does not contribute a direct moderating effect? Based on our findings, we 
propose an alternative explanation. It could be that the pride–arrogance paradox is resolved not by a 
contingent interaction but by the co-presence of both traits. A leader who is high in both authentic 
moral pride and humility is likely to be seen as principled yet approachable, confident yet teachable. 
Such a combination may strengthen the conferred legitimacy and, through the direct humility path, 
enhance sustainable ethical leadership through two distinct mechanisms.

Instead of supporting a moderated mediation, the evidence points towards a parallel dual-process 
model where (a) moral pride influences sustainable ethical leadership through building earned legitimacy 
via a mediation pathway, the legitimacy path, and (b) leader humility influences sustainable ethical lead-
ership directly, operating as a separate, additive pathway, the humility path, with no significant indirect 
effect through legitimacy required. The moral conviction, the humility, and the legitimate authority of a 
leader are intertwined aspects of a credible and sustainable ethical leader. However, our findings demon-
strate that these aspects operate through distinct mechanisms in which pride signals moral conviction 
which earns legitimacy, which then sustains ethical leadership. Humility directly enhances perceptions of 
sustainable ethical leadership.

Just as followers bring multiple characteristics such as moral identity and self-control to the leader–
follower relationship, leaders may also display multiple virtues that followers evaluate independently (Al 
Halbusi et  al., 2023). Sustainable ethical leadership is not a static attribute but a dynamic concept which 
can best be explained by the additive interplay of two distinct mechanisms (1) moral pride, an internal 
affective driver through earned legitimacy, a social resource, and (2) humility, which is a character virtue, 
operating through a direct path. This inference integrates the affective events theory (the pride-arousing 
event) with social learning theory (which confers legitimacy through reinforcement). At the same time, it 
also accommodates an independent direct pathway for humility (Ng & Feldman, 2015; Hannah et al., 2020).

5.1.  Implications for theory

The findings of this study have important implications for theory, refining existing knowledge and 
offering new pathways for research on ethical leadership. This study addresses the call to move beyond 
the conceptualisation of ethical leadership as a stable attribute (Hannah et  al., 2020). The study supports 
a sequential socio-affective process in which a specific emotional event, moral pride, activates a social 
evaluation: legitimacy conferral. Contrary to our original contingent model, the results support a 
dual-process model of sustainable ethical leadership in which two additive pathways operate in parallel. 
We have conceptualised sustainable ethical leadership as framed by consistency and ethical resilience 
(Batool et  al., 2022), which builds a dependent variable with the power to capture how ethical behaviour 
is maintained over time and under difficult conditions. The study demonstrates that leadership is sus-
tained not by the mere possession of ethical principles but through an ongoing process by which those 
principles are validated and reinforced by followers.

The findings support the view that moral pride is a unique motivational mechanism which links the 
moral standards of a leader to their social environment (Pascual, Conejero & Etxebarria, 2020; Solinger, 
Jansen & Cornelissen, 2020). This positions emotions as central, active ingredients in the ethical leader-
ship development process, shaping future behaviour through internal reinforcement and social signalling. 
Our results demonstrate that this path operates independently of leader humility, as the non-significant 
interaction and index of moderated mediation indicate that the indirect effect of pride on sustainable 
ethical leadership through legitimacy does not vary across levels of humility. The mediating role of 
earned legitimacy in our model extends the understanding of how ethical leadership influences organi-
sational outcomes. Just as ethical leadership enhances supervisor technical and social effectiveness, 
which in turn cultivates employees’ sense of purpose (Al Halbusi et  al., 2025), moral pride appears to 
enhance leader legitimacy, which in turn sustains ethical leadership. By identifying earned legitimacy as 
the dominant mediator, the study provides empirical evidence for the theoretical claim that ethical lead-
ership is a socially conferred status (Brown et  al., 2005). The significant mediation path confirms that 
legitimacy fully transmits the effect of moral pride to sustainable ethical leadership. This shifts the theo-
retical emphasis from the behaviour of the leader to the follower’s interpretation and granting of author-
ity based on attributions of moral integrity. When followers become the key link in the granting of 
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legitimacy to their leaders, it demonstrates the influence of social learning (Bandura, 1977). The confer-
ment becomes a strong form of social reinforcement that validates the legitimacy of a leader (London & 
Sherman, 2021).

The study suggests that the humility of a leader is an independent attribute, a virtue which contrib-
utes its own value in building sustainable leadership. Contrary to our initial assumption, the potential 
threat of moral pride turning into hubristic pride is managed through followers simultaneously judging 
their leader as possessing both authentic pride and humility, not because humility moderates the rela-
tionship between moral pride and earned legitimacy, but because both virtues contribute independently 
to sustainable ethical leadership (Lin et  al., 2025). The reframing from a contingent to an additive model 
suggests that leader virtues may operate as complementary predictors.

5.2.  Implications for institutional practice

Moral pride is a strong emotion for leader legitimacy, and as such, institutions should deliberately create 
conditions that recognise and celebrate ethical conduct. Organisations can invest in pride-oriented inter-
ventions even without focusing on the humility profile of their leaders, as the mediation path does not 
depend on the levels of humility. The findings align with evidence that the gains from ethics training 
decline when there is no ongoing reinforcement (Ruiz-Palomino et  al., 2025). In view of this, institutions 
should take the cultivation of moral pride not as a one-time initiative, but as an ongoing process, the 
same as in building psychological capital (Karadas et  al., 2025). Just as investing in the psychological 
resources of employees is an ongoing process for sustaining work engagement, nurturing moral pride 
should also receive continuous reinforcement to sustain its positive effects on leadership (Trung et al., 2026).

Organisations can establish values-based awards, create formal platforms for sharing ethical success sto-
ries, and ensure that leaders openly acknowledge and appreciate ethical conduct demonstrated by others. 
These practices signal that moral conduct is valued and can trigger the affective experience of pride in 
leaders, thereby initiating the legitimacy-building process. The study indicated that earned legitimacy is the 
strongest direct driver of sustainable ethical leadership. As such, organisations must prioritise the legitimacy 
path by ensuring that leader actions consistently signal moral conviction and integrity. Organisations must 
focus on building and maintaining leader legitimacy through consistent, transparent, and principled actions. 
This involves ensuring that the decisions by leaders are aligned with organisational values. Leaders are 
exhorted to admit their mistakes and learn from them. Such a stance highlights that legitimacy cannot be 
granted by formal position alone; it must be earned through demonstrated integrity.

The direct additive path from leader humility to sustainable ethical leadership further suggests that organi-
sations should invest in humility development as an independent strategic priority, not merely as a moderator 
of other leader attributes. By exerting its own unique effect on sustainable ethical leadership, institutions 
should actively cultivate this virtue regardless of the level of moral pride in their leaders. Institutions should 
actively create conditions where legitimate authority is built to enhance the leader–follower dynamics. 
Organisations must move beyond selecting leaders on the basis of confidence and charisma alone, and instead 
develop systems that identify and nurture humility within leaders (Albdareen et  al., 2025; Lin et  al., 2025). A 
dual-process approach, one which simultaneously develops moral pride to activate legitimacy conferment and 
leader humility to directly enhance sustainable ethical leadership, should be adopted. Furthermore, consistent 
with previous research showing that ethical leadership effects are amplified when subordinates possess both 
moral identity and self-control (Al Halbusi et  al., 2023), organisations should consider both leader and follower 
characteristics in developing sustainable ethical leadership. Selection and development systems should assess 
not only the capacity of leaders for moral pride and humility but also the readiness of followers to recognise 
and confer legitimacy based on ethical conduct.

5.3.  Conclusion

This study set out to explore the psychological and social mechanisms that sustain ethical leadership 
over time and under challenging conditions. We proposed and tested an integrated framework that posi-
tioned leader moral pride as an affective stimulus, earned legitimacy as the critical social-exchange 
mechanism, and leader humility as the boundary condition for sustainable ethical leadership. The 
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empirical results did not support the proposed contingent moderated mediation model, necessitating a 
theoretical refinement. The interaction between moral pride and humility was non-significant, and the 
index of moderated mediation was not supported. We proposed a dual-process model of sustainable 
ethical leadership. The main theoretical assumption that sustained ethical leadership is a dynamic, socially 
embedded process is strongly supported. Earned legitimacy emerged as the dominant direct driver of 
sustainable ethical leadership. In addition, leader humility demonstrated a significant independent direct 
effect, establishing two parallel additive pathways (1) an indirect path through which moral pride influ-
ences sustainable ethical leadership through earned legitimacy, and (2) a direct path from leader humil-
ity to sustainable ethical leadership.

These results have revealed the critical role of followers in the conferment of authority and legitimacy 
to their leaders. The significant mediation path confirms that followers actively evaluate the leader moral 
conviction, conferring legitimacy when they perceive authentic pride. This legitimacy, in turn sustains 
ethical leadership. The baseline of this appraisal is the moral credibility of leaders, which forms a critical 
social resource that makes ethical leadership sustainable (Abdulai et  al., 2025; Haugaard, 2025). Moral 
pride has emerged as an affective antecedent that signals the authentic commitment of a leader and 
one which initiates the process of legitimacy building (Witkower et  al., 2022; Pascual, Conejero, & 
Etxebarria, 2020). Contrary to our initial hypothesis that humility would moderate the pride-legitimacy 
relationship, leader humility has been shown to function as an independent, additive virtue. It is not as 
a moderator which regulates pride. Its significant direct effect on sustainable ethical leadership demon-
strates that it operates through a separate mechanism away from the legitimacy path and feeds directly 
into sustainable ethical leadership (Lin et  al., 2025).

The revised model contributes to a growing body of evidence that ethical leadership operates through 
multiple, interconnected mechanisms (Al Halbusi et  al., 2025), through interaction with follower moral 
identity and self-control to promote ethical behaviour (Al Halbusi et  al., 2023), or through the 
socio-affective processes of pride and legitimacy. Ethical leadership sustainability requires attention to 
both leader characteristics and the social contexts in which leadership is performed. The findings from 
ethics training research further demonstrate that sustainability requires deliberate, ongoing reinforce-
ment rather than one-time interventions (Ruiz-Palomino et  al., 2025). Together, these components form 
an influential socio-affective process for sustaining ethical leadership. Through the dual-process model, 
we demonstrate that ethical leadership is sustained through two complementary mechanisms, the 
legitimacy-conferring process triggered by leader moral pride and the direct relational impact of leader 
humility. Ethical leadership is sustained through an ongoing reciprocal interaction process between the 
character of the leader and the appraisal of their followers. The findings have significant implications for 
institutions that endeavour to nurture sustainable ethical leaders. Institutions are required to cultivate 
moral conviction and develop humble character. They are also required to recognise that these virtues 
operate through distinct pathways requiring differentiated developmental strategies.

5.4.  Future research directions

The findings of the study have supported a process model, which points to causal relationships. The 
dual-process model of sustainable ethical leadership suggests that moral pride triggers a 
legitimacy-conferment process which leads to sustainable ethical leadership, while humility directly 
enhances sustainable ethical leadership through a separate, unmediated path. Such a relationship cannot 
be fully established through cross-sectional data. Future research should employ longitudinal studies to 
trace the mechanism through which an ethical leadership act to moral pride is experienced, and to 
observe how follower-conferred legitimacy arouses ethical consistency and resilience over time (Hannah 
et  al., 2020). Longitudinal designs could also test the temporal stability of the two additive pathways and 
examine whether the relative strength of the legitimacy path versus the direct humility path changes 
over time or under different organisational conditions.

Having established that moral pride and humility operate through separate paths, future research 
should investigate the distinct psychological mechanisms underlying each path. There is a need for stud-
ies that unpack how followers interpret leader expressions of moral pride and humility in the legitimacy 
conferring process. How do followers distinguish between genuine humility and pseudo-humility? Future 
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research might also examine whether the two pathways interact with different follower characteristics, 
for instance, does the legitimacy pathway depend more on follower moral identity, while the direct 
humility pathway depends more on follower need for autonomy or psychological safety? Our under-
standing of these follower-oriented cognitive and affective processes (Solinger, Jansen, & Cornelissen, 
2020; Abdulai et  al., 2025) is crucial to fully explaining the legitimacy-granting mechanism.

Comparative studies across contexts and conditions are needed, given that data for this study were 
collected within the context of Zimbabwean state universities. The strength and operation of the pride–
legitimacy–humility relationship may vary across national cultures, sectors, and organisational types. 
Future research should test whether the dual-process additive model replicates across different cultural 
contexts, or whether the two pathways are differentially emphasised in collectivist versus individualist 
cultures. For instance, cultures with different norms on emotional expression, such as those with low 
versus high individualism, might influence how moral pride is displayed and interpreted (Mercadante 
et  al., 2021). Likewise, high-pressure, short-term profit-driven organisations might challenge ethical resil-
ience in a different way than academic settings (Batool et  al., 2022). Cross-sectoral comparisons, such as 
private versus public would help establish the boundary conditions of the dual-process model. There is 
a need for research that might also explore whether the dual-process model holds when moral pride is 
measured as a self-reported internal state from the perspective of a leader rather than as a 
follower-perceived attribute.

5.5.  Limitations of the study

The most significant limitation of the study is the use of a cross-sectional, single-source survey design. 
Although the hypothesised model implies directional and causal relationships, the data only capture 
perceptions at one moment in time. This is particularly relevant for the dual-process model of sustain-
able ethical leadership. The causal sequencing implied by the two additive paths cannot be established 
with cross-sectional data. Whilst we conducted Harman’s single-factor test, its utility is debated, particu-
larly when constructs are theoretically related (Fuller et  al., 2016; Podsakoff et  al., 2003). The high cor-
relations and AVEs, whilst meeting statistical thresholds, may also point towards conceptual overlap 
between the constructs as perceived by followers. We employed the Unmeasured Latent Method Factor 
(ULMC) technique within the Confirmatory Factor Analysis. The model including a common latent factor 
demonstrated that while method variance is present, the average variance extracted by the substantive 
constructs (AVE = 0.89) was substantially larger than the variance attributed to the method factor. Again, 
the significance of the structural paths remained unchanged in the presence of the ULMC. This indicates 
that although CMB inflates the correlations, it does not account for the substantive relationships observed 
in the model. More so, while HTMT analysis confirmed discriminant validity for all construct pairs, we 
acknowledge that the borderline values for humility to legitimacy (0.895) and humility to sustainable 
ethical leadership (0.880) suggest some conceptual overlap between leader humility and the legitimacy 
and ethical leadership constructs. This overlap is expected, as humble leaders are likely to be perceived 
as legitimate and ethical. However, the HTMT results remain below the 0.90 threshold, supporting the 
distinctiveness of these constructs.

In view of the finding that pride and humility operate through separate paths, future research should 
employ discriminant validity tests to ensure that followers indeed distinguish between these constructs 
as theoretically distinct predictors. For instance, a leader who is seen as high in moral pride is likely to 
be seen as having earned legitimacy. However, this raises the possibility that the measures are not dis-
criminating between the distinct theoretical constructs. This concern is partially mitigated by our 
dual-process finding that pride and humility have different patterns of relationships. Pride operates indi-
rectly through legitimacy, while humility operates directly on sustainable ethical leadership. This suggests 
that followers do distinguish between these leader attributes. The high intercorrelation among the three 
key predictor variables, with reference to the shared variance between leader humility, moral pride, and 
earned legitimacy, suggests construct overlap. The VIF for leader humility, while it satisfies the liberal 
threshold of 10.0, it exceeds the conservative threshold of 5.0. While this overlap is theoretically expected, 
it limits the ability to clearly isolate their independent statistical effects. Although the results of our sup-
plementary Ridge Regression analysis (Hoerl & Kennard, 1970; Zhang & Politis, 2022) confirmed the 



Cogent Business & Management 21

stability of the reported paths, caution is warranted in interpreting the precise magnitude of these 
unique effects. Future research should seek to empirically extricate these constructs. This may be achieved 
perhaps through experimental manipulations or by developing multi-faceted measurement scales that 
can capture both the shared main domain of ethical and the unique variance of each construct.

Longitudinal and experimental designs would have been preferable to establish the proposed causal 
sequencing. Such designs could test whether the legitimacy mediation path and the direct humility path 
exhibit different temporal dynamics or are differentially affected by common method variance. Although 
we advanced the conceptualisation of sustainable ethical leadership by integrating consistency and resil-
ience (Batool et  al., 2022), their operationalisation through a survey instrument simplifies these complex 
constructs (Hannah et  al., 2020). Moreover, our unidimensional operationalisation does not capture the 
two-dimensional structure we theorised. Future research should develop and validate multidimensional 
measures of sustainable ethical leadership that capture both consistency and resilience as distinct but 
related components.

The instrument collected data from academic and administrative staff in state universities in 
Zimbabwe. The nature of university work may shape how followers perceive and report on leadership 
constructs such as humility, pride, and legitimacy, which may not be experienced in the same way in 
different socio-cultural contexts with different national power dynamics (Mercadante et  al., 2021). As 
such, the generalisability of the dual-process model to private sector organisations, non-governmental 
organisations, or different national cultures remains to be established. This limits the generalisability of 
the findings to other sectors and countries. Furthermore, the non-significant moderation and moder-
ated mediation results may be specific to the Zimbabwean university context, where cultural norms 
regarding hierarchy and emotional expression could suppress interaction effects that might emerge in 
other settings. The study relied exclusively on the perceptions of the followers. It did not capture the 
experiences of moral pride and self-assessment of humility from the perspective of the leaders. This 
creates a gap between the internal affective state we theorise, the feeling of pride by the leader and 
how we measure it using the perceptions of the followers. Future research should incorporate leader 
self-reports of authentic pride to determine whether follower-perceived pride aligns with 
leader-experienced pride, and whether the dual-process model holds when both perspectives are con-
sidered simultaneously.

5.6.  Recommendations

Informed by the revised dual-process model results, we offer specific recommendations for practitioners 
and organisations that address both the legitimacy path and the humility path as distinct but comple-
mentary mechanisms. Practitioners in organisations should go beyond assessing the competencies of 
their leaders in isolation. They are advised to develop 360-degree feedback mechanisms that measure 
concurrently the interdependent triad identified in this study, moral pride, earned legitimacy, and humil-
ity at the same time, recognising that each contributes through its own path. Leadership training pro-
grammes should not only focus on ethical decision-making but also help leaders recognise and 
appropriately express their feelings of moral pride to activate the legitimacy conferment process identi-
fied in our dual-process model. There is a need for coaching leaders on how their actions build or erode 
their moral credibility in the eyes of their followers in the legitimacy-building process (Ahmad et  al., 
2020). Leaders should be trained to understand that their authentic expressions of moral pride serve as 
signals of moral conviction that trigger follower legitimacy conferment, which in turn sustains ethical 
leadership.

In view of the direct additive path from humility to sustainable ethical leadership, organisations 
should treat humility development as an independent strategic priority, not merely as a moderator of 
other leader attributes. Organisations are encouraged to use case studies and role-plays to practise 
behaviours that equip leaders with skills in admitting mistakes, demonstrating collective success, and 
soliciting diverse perspectives from their followers (Lin et  al., 2025). These humility enhancing interven-
tions have direct value for sustainable ethical leadership. The dual-process model demonstrates that 
humility operates independently of pride and legitimacy. Practitioners and organisations are encouraged 
to institutionalise mechanisms that provide social acknowledgement for moral pride as a means of 
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strengthening the legitimacy path. This could be done through establishing values-based awards and 
having formalised forums and platforms where ethical leadership examples are shared and celebrated 
(Solinger, Jansen & Cornelissen, 2020). Such recognition practices serve to reinforce the pride, legiti-
macy, and sustainable ethical leadership sequence by providing followers with observable evidence of 
leader moral conviction.

Senior leaders within organisations must visibly be seen demonstrating both moral pride and humility 
as complementary virtues, as our dual-process model indicates that both distinctively contribute to sus-
tainable ethical leadership. This could involve senior management publicly taking principled decisions 
whilst also openly acknowledging their personal limitations and mistakes and crediting team efforts. This 
top-down role modelling is the most powerful behaviour modification mechanism in relation to social 
learning theory (Albdareen et  al., 2025; Bandura, 1977).

As legitimacy serves as the critical mediator that transmits the effect of moral pride to sustainable 
ethical leadership, nurturing the follower voice and participation may directly strengthen the legitimacy 
path. Employees who raise ethical concerns should be protected, and there should be a transparent 
process for addressing such concerns. This empowers followers to be active guarantors of legitimate 
authority to leaders within the organisation (Haugaard, 2025). In view of the humility path operating 
directly and independently, organisations should simultaneously create psychological safety mechanisms 
that encourage leaders to admit mistakes and seek feedback. Such behaviours enhance perceived humil-
ity, which in turn contributes to sustainable ethical leadership. Organisations are encouraged to explicitly 
integrate virtues such as moral pride and humility into traditional performance metrics when selecting 
leaders for key positions. They should recognise that each virtue contributes its own distinct mechanism 
to sustainable ethical leadership.
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