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Abstract

Purpose – This study had five objectives: explain the initial steps that led to the construction
of the Ethical Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ); analyze the items and verify the ELQ reliability
using item response theory (IRT); examine its factorial structure with a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) and an exploratory structural equation modeling (ESEM) approach; test the item bias of the
ELQ; assess the relation between the ELQ dimensions and ethical sensitivity. The paper aims to
discuss these issues.
Design/methodology/approach – Study 1 and Study 2 involved 200 and 668 respondents,
respectively. Step 1 consisted in IRT; Step 2 in CFA and ESEM analysis; Step 3 in invariance of the
ELQ items across gender, and Step 4 in structural equation modeling.
Findings – Results indicated the presence of the three types of ethic in the resolution of moral
dilemmas, validating Starratt’s model. The factor structure was gender invariant. Ethic of critique was
significantly related to ethical sensitivity.
Research limitations/implications – More replications will be needed to fully support the ELQ’s
validity. Given that the instrument may be used in diverse cultural contexts, invariance across cultures
would be warranted.
Practical implications – As educational organizations become aware of the crucial need for more
ethical leaders, they will need to pay particular attention to the ethic of critique as it appears to play a
significant role in the development of ethical sensitivity.
Social implications – Results presented in this paper answer a vital need for more ethical skills in
educational leadership.
Originality/value – The ELQ provides a validated measure of Starratt’s conceptual framework and
highlights the key role played by ethical sensitivity and the ethic of critique.
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Introduction
Recently, corruption in business and politics has contributed to bringing ethics
to the forefront of public awareness by highlighting the effects of unethical
behavior on organizations. Consequently, an increasing number of researchers
have become interested in understanding the ethical dimensions of leadership.
Our own research program aims at understanding the role different ethical
dimensions play in the exercise of ethical leadership. This research program has led
to a better understanding of ethical leadership in education (Langlois, 1997, 2004),
to the identification of ethical sensitivity as a component of ethical conduct

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at
www.emeraldinsight.com/0957-8234.htm

Received 16 October 2012
Revised 2 April 2013
24 August 2013
26 August 2013
Accepted 10 September 2013

Journal of Educational
Administration
Vol. 52 No. 3, 2014
pp. 310-331
r Emerald Group Publishing Limited
0957-8234
DOI 10.1108/JEA-10-2012-0110

310

JEA
52,3



www.manaraa.com

(Langlois and Lapointe, 2009), to the development and experimentation of a training
program for ethical leadership (Langlois and Lapointe, 2010), as well as to the
conception of Ethical Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ), a questionnaire measuring
ethical leadership as conceptualized by Starratt (1991). This last step of our research
program aimed at contributing to what Starratt (2012) calls the cultivation of ethical
schools. In this paper, we present the process which led to the development and
validation of the ELQ.

Problem statement
In the 1970s and 1980s, interest in the moral dimensions of educational administration
grew out of work by Bates (1982), Foster (1986), Greenfield (1987), Halpin (1970),
and Hodgkinson (1978) who insisted on the need for a repositioning of leadership
on axiological foundations. Starratt, in his seminal paper published in 1991, took a
major step in this direction by incorporating moral reasoning and critical theory
constructs into his model of ethical leadership. A few years later, Beck (1994) adopted a
position based on an ethic of care while Brunner (1998) found that two ethical
components could be identified in the way educational leaders work: the ethic
of justice and the ethic of care. These initial studies were part of a growing body of
literature in educational administration (e.g. Beck, 1994; Begley and Johansson,
2003; Cranston et al., 2005;Crowson, 1989; Enomoto and Kramer, 2007; Kirby
et al., 1992; Marshall et al., 1993; Maxcy, 2002; Stefkovich and Shapiro, 1995[1];
Strike et al., 1998), which provided a framework for studying the characteristics of
an ethics-oriented practice of educational leadership.

More recently, while concern for ethical leadership in the field of business
administration emerged in reaction to scandals, corruption and conflicts of interest
(Colvin, 2003; Kalshoven, 2010; Kalshoven et al., 2011; Mehta, 2003), interest in
ethics in educational administration became more pronounced given the need for
vigilance in the interests of greater social justice, a value that is highly cherished
in the world of education. This vigilance was in response to cuts in education
budgets and their effects on youth as well as to excessive monitoring leading to an
ever-increasing technologization of management practices (Bates, 1982; Stiggins,
2004). These two phenomena raised fears that the rationalization process underway
was such that no one, either within or outside the school system, would be able to
grasp its implications.

Until now, ethical leadership in education has been studied mostly through
qualitative research, an approach which has provided rich information on this complex
phenomenon. However, such qualitative inquiry is limited in its capacity to identify
the key variables in the actualization of ethical conduct which justifies the need for
quantitative studies of ethical leadership.

Measuring ethical leadership
Brown et al. (2005) developed the first instrument to measure ethical leadership
in business administration, the Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS). In their paper,
Brown and his colleagues mention that the ELS constitutes an initial step in the
measurement of ethical leadership and that certain limits are still present.
We agree with these authors for the following reasons. First, ELS items were tested
mainly with participants from multi-unit financial services firms and MBA and
psychology students. This does not take into consideration the fact that using
psychology students as participants may create a bias given their lack of experience
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in management. Second, in Brown et al.’s (2005) instrument, moral reasoning
is associated with a transformational framework where ethical leadership is
defined as the:

[y] demonstration of normative appropriate conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way
communication, reinforcement and decision-making (p. 120).

However, recent advances in organizational and professional ethics stress the importance
of exercising moral judgment, an aspect which is absent from the ELS.

More recently, Kalshoven et al. (2011) developed a multi-dimensional Ethical
Leadership at Work (ELW) questionnaire based on seven behaviors related
to ethical leadership in business administration (fairness, integrity, ethical
guidance, people orientation, power sharing, role clarification, and concern for
sustainability). The ELW is in line with Brown et al.’s (2005) model and aims at
assessing the conduct of managers based on these seven elements. Kalshoven et al.
(2011) affirm that their questionnaire can help to anticipate and gain a better
understanding of the outcomes of a decision made when exercising ethical
leadership. However, they acknowledge that the process involved in validating their
tool is not yet complete.

In education, Edmonson et al. (2003) created an instrument to measure ethical
leadership based on a normative perspective of ethics aiming at distinguishing
“right” from “wrong” behaviors among educational administrators. Their instrument is
framed on a Kantian deontological vision which aims at reinforcing good conduct
and punishing bad conduct. Such a normative perspective of ethics fundamentally
differs from our own in that we define ethics as a reflexive capacity that allows
leaders autonomy in their ethical judgment. In fact, although a normative perspective
is required to control professional conduct, our own results indicate that a capacity
for ethical reflection is essential when confronted with the grey areas in ethical
leadership (Langlois and Lapointe, 2010). Eyal et al. (2011) later introduced the Ethical
Perspective Instrument (EPI), an exploratory tool which examines the ethical
considerations involved in school leadership decision making. This questionnaire uses
short hypothetical scenarios of core ethical dilemmas (EDs) school principals may
experience. According to Eyal et al., while their results provided valuable insight into the
complex value system which underlies educational leadership today, they also found
a need to supplement the EPI with research anchored in real-world contexts.
This observation is supported by Lavorata (2005), Liedtka (1992), and Treviño and
Weaver (1998) who underlined the limitations of scenarios or vignettes in the study of
ethical leadership and conduct.

According to Yukl et al. (2013), given the absence of a clear definition of ethical
leadership, confusion exists in the literature where it is sometimes associated
with transformational leadership, sometimes with servant leadership. In our own
research, ethical leadership is defined as a social practice by which professional
judgment is autonomously exercised. It constitutes a resource rooted in three ethical
dimensions – critique, care, and justice– as well as a powerful capacity to act in
a responsible and acceptable manner.

Prompted by these observations, we developed and validated an instrument,
the ELQ, which is framed in a descriptive ethical process inspired by Starratt’s (1991)
tridimensional model. The ELQ items aim at triggering a reflection on one’s own
professional conduct when faced with real EDs at work.
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Starratt’s tridimensional model
In his early work, Starratt (1991) first defined ethical leadership as based on three
interdependent dimensions of ethics ( justice, critique, and care) and later suggested
that ethical leadership occurs through a meaningful process of learning (Starratt, 2004,
2012). This vision is framed in an ethics of virtues as envisioned by Aristotle where
ethical leadership is seen as being part of a process of moral character development
and increased awareness of ethical issues. The ELQ provides a measurement for the
presence of each of the three ethics as defined in the following paragraphs.

Ethic of critique. The tenets of this ethical dimension examine injustice present in social
relations or created by laws, within the structure of an organization or through the use of
language. In short, this ethic reveals perspectives that could benefit one person or one
group to the detriment of another person or another group. When an injustice is discovered,
those who adopt this ethical perspective tend to sensitize others in order to obtain a better
balance in the distribution of social benefits. The ethic of critique can be linked to
Kohlberg’s (1972, 1981) post-conventional level wherein a person might disobey a rule that
he or she considers inequitable. Writing about leaders who act according to this ethic,
Starratt (1991) states that “their basic stance is ethical for they are dealing with questions
of social justice and human dignity, although not with individual choices” (p. 189).

Ethic of justice. The ethic of justice is rooted in the practice within a community and
the assumption that the protection of human dignity depends on the moral quality of
social relations which, in the end, is a public and political matter. According to Starratt
(1991), in this perspective:

[y] a communal understanding of the requirements of justice and governance flows from
both tradition and the present effort of the community to manage its affairs in the midst of
competing claims of the common good and individual rights. That understanding is never
complete; it will always be limited by inadequacy of tradition to respond to changing
circumstances and by the impossibility of settling conflicting claims conclusively and
completely. The choices, however, will always be made with sensitivity to the bonds that tie
individuals to their communities (p. 193).

The goal of the ethic of justice advocated by Starratt (1991) is to provoke exchanges,
engage in debate and demonstrate transparency in management and to look for
solutions when understanding is challenged. Consultation is the favored strategy
to promote a positive attitude toward and an understanding for this type of ethic.
The intention of those who act in accordance with an ethic of justice is to aim for
responsible autonomy based on some form of cooperation. This intention consists of
promoting a just social order within the organization as a result of collaboration
between all people involved.

Ethic of care. Starratt’s (1991) description of the ethic of care is based on the work of
Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (1984). The ethic of care relates to the requirement
of interpersonal relations, not from a contractual or legal standpoint, but in terms of
absolute respect. Starratt (1991) adds that:

This ethic places the human persons-in-relationship as occupying a position for each other of
absolute value; neither one can be used as a means to an end; each enjoys an intrinsic dignity and
worth, and given the chance, will reveal genuinely loveable qualities. An ethic of caring requires
fidelity to persons, a willingness to acknowledge their right to be who they are, an openness to
encountering them in their authentic individuality, a loyalty to the relationship (p. 195).

The intention of those who support an ethic of care is to consider human relations as
being of major importance in the proper functioning of organizations.
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The construct of ethical sensitivity
Moral theory of ethical judgment in the workplace underlies the concept of ethical
sensitivity. The special function of this theory is to provide individuals with conceptual
guidance for choosing to act in situations where there are conflicting moral claims or
EDs. According to Rest (1986), moral judgment is based on four dimensions: ethical
sensitivity, ethical judgment, ethical motivation, and ethical character. Rest (1986) and
Cooper (2006) agree that ethical sensitivity should be recognized as the first step in
ethical behavior development whereas Tuana (2007) posits that ethical sensitivity is a key
element in moral literacy development which involves at least three major components:

(1) the ability to determine whether or not a situation involves ethical issues;

(2) awareness of the moral intensity of the ethical situation; and

(3) the ability to identify the moral virtues or values underlying an ethical situation.

Clarkeburn (2002) has similarly argued for the primacy of ethical sensitivity writing
that “without recognizing the ethical aspects of a situation, it is impossible to solve any
moral/ethical problem, for without the initial recognition, no problem exists” (p. 439).
Rest (1986) has labeled this skill “moral sensitivity” whereas Butterfield et al. (2000)
refer to it as “moral awareness,” Damasio (1999) as “moral conscience,” and Cooper
(2006) as the “perception of an ethical problem.”

However, measurement studies of ethical leadership focus mainly on the last three
dimensions of Rest’s model and little on ethical sensitivity, as is the case with
questionnaires proposed by Riggio et al. (2010), Walumbwa et al. (2008), Yukl et al.
(2013), and Zheng et al. (2011), Clarkeburn’s (2002) being the only exception. Yet, our
own findings point to the presence of a clear link between ethical sensitivity and ethical
leadership. According to our action research studies, developing ethical leadership
requires the activation of ethical sensitivity in order to better exercise one’s moral
judgment (Langlois and Lapointe, 2010). Thus, based on our previous research, we
hypothesized that the three dimensions of the ELQ will be significantly related to
ethical sensitivity (Langlois and Lapointe, 2007, 2009, 2010).

Research objectives
The aim of this paper is thus to: explain the initial steps that led to the construction
of ELQ, analyze the items and verify the reliability of the ELQ using item response
theory (IRT), examine the factorial structure of the ELQ with a confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) and an exploratory structural equation modeling (ESEM) approach,
test the item bias of the ELQ, and assess the relation between the ELQ dimensions
and ethical sensitivity.

Method
Pilot study: development of the ELQ
The questionnaire is based on data gathered from 200 semi-structured interviews with
educational leaders (55 percent male and 45 percent female) carried out between 1995
and 2005 (Langlois, 1997, 2004). Through a qualitative approach, we were able to
understand the real-life ethical aspects of educational leadership and to better identify
the nature of school leaders’ ethical challenges. The concept of ED is the core unit we
used to assess the demonstrated presence of ethical leadership. The following
definition of an ED was presented to participants: a person is faced with an ED when
he or she experiences a major conflict between a number of values that are equally

314

JEA
52,3



www.manaraa.com

important to him or her. This conflict prevents him or her from making a decision.
According to Hatcher (1998):

In resolving a moral dilemma, we can do no better than to evaluate carefully the various
elements of the interaction, to determine the predominant principles, and then to act
accordingly. We will not always succeed, even when trying our best, nor will we always have
the time to engage in extensive reflection before acting (p. 121).

Prior to the interviews, a letter was sent to the volunteers explaining what we meant
by ED and asking the person to reflect on such a dilemma they had encountered and were
able to resolve to their satisfaction, or not. At the beginning of each interview,
we reminded the participant what we meant by an ED and asked them to carefully
describe the real-life ED they had chosen as well as the steps taken by them to
successfully resolve it, or the obstacles encountered for those who failed to do so. The
interviews were transcribed in their entirety and sent to each participant to validate their
content. Once verified, we proceeded with a thematic analysis (Miles and Huberman, 2003;
Paillé and Muchielli, 2003) based on Starratt’s (1991) conceptual framework.

The first stage of the analysis consisted of identifying the types of EDs educational
administrators encounter in their work. The second stage was to identify moral
behaviors or ethical conducts that enabled participants to resolve their dilemma and to
associate their self-reported behavior or conduct with the ethical constructs of care,
justice, and critique, as defined by Starratt. These first two steps were used to verify
Starratt’ s (1991) tridimensional model and to design a typology of moral behaviors
associated with each of the three ethics. Indeed, despite the fact that justice and care
were well-known dimensions in applied ethics, at the time this research was conducted,
there were no known typologies to identify moral actions associated with each of them,
except for an initial proposition by Brown et al. (1988) which inspired our work.

Identifying ethical behaviors also allowed us to expand the ethic of critique, which
was not as well documented in the literature as the other two dimensions.
The typology thus obtained contained 13 moral behaviors related to the ethic of care,
eight related to the ethic of justice and nine related to ethic of critique, resulting in
30 items in total. The following are examples of these items: “I try to make people
aware that some situations disproportionately privilege certain people” (ethic of
critique); “I establish trust in my relationships with others” (ethic of care); “I try to be
fair” (ethic of justice). The typology was then applied to build up a corpus of moral
behaviors that initiate a process of moral reflection. It must be noted that, for some of
the items, it was difficult to clearly identify to which main dimension they belonged.

More specifically, the purpose of the second stage of analysis was to carefully
identify moral actions undertaken by leaders who were satisfied that they had
successfully resolved their ED. This stage allowed us to identify the similarities among
steps taken by those who felt successful in resolving their dilemma and led to the
modeling of an ethical decision-making process which was then integrated in the
questionnaire through five components: identifying an ED, solving an ED, typifying
decisions made when facing an ED, assessing the influence of organizational culture on
the process, and identifying pressures felt while resolving an ED. For each component,
response items were linked to one of the three ethics.

In the main study, as described in the next section, we then initiated the third phase
of the development of the questionnaire, which was testing the validity of the ELQ.
To attain this objective, four steps were taken. In the first step, we used IRT to verify
the psychometric properties of the ELQ. More specifically, we examined each item and
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option characteristic curves, item parameters (discriminating power and the
item difficulty or the degree of leadership needed to endorse an item) and item
informativeness. In the second step, we applied the traditional CFA approach
and the more recent ESEM approach (Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al.,
2010) to test the proposed three-factor structure of the ELQ. The aim of the third
step was to determine whether gender bias was present or not. We examined
differential item functioning (DIF) to distinguish group mean differences with respect
to how men and women endorse leadership in the ELQ. Finally, the aim of the
fourth step was to test the performance of the three dimensions of the ELQ in
predicting ethical sensitivity.

Main study: psychometric analysis of the ELQ
Participants and procedure of data collection. Data were collected from a sample of 668
North American educational leaders, 50.3 percent male and 49.7 percent female.
Almost half of the male (n¼ 135; 40.7 percent) and the female respondents (n¼ 153;
45.5 percent) were aged between 46 and 56. Out of the 668 participants, 381 were
Canadian secondary school principals, 259 were Canadian community college
administrators and 28 were American high school principals. The data were collected
using two strategies: 413 participants completed a paper version of the ELQ and 255
participants responded to an online version of the ELQ.

In order to improve the validity of our results and respect the probability assumption
that each of the four data analysis steps described above is more independent of the
others, we decided to divide our sample into four random subgroups of 167 participants.
Thus, each block of data analyses, corresponding respectively to the four objectives of the
study, was conducted on a different subgroup of participants.

Measures
ELQ. The original version of the ELQ contained the 30 items formulated in the pilot
study in such a way to measure the following constructs: the ethic of care (13 items),
the ethic of justice (eight items) and the ethic of critique (nine items). For instance, the
following items were used to measure these three dimensions: “When I reflect on how I
act at work, my main concern is to maintain harmony in the organization” (ethic of
care); “When I have to solve an ethical problem, I try to clarify the main obstacles to
understanding the situation” (ethic of critique); “When I have to solve an ethical
problem, I check out the legal implications and any regulations that might apply” (ethic
of justice). As stated above, it was difficult to clearly identify to which main dimension
some items were related. Respondents were asked to rate each statement on a six-point
Likert scale with response options ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (always). The statistical
analysis strategy used to test the psychometric properties of the ELQ is presented after
the description of the measure “ethical sensitivity.”

Ethical sensitivity. We measured this variable because we hypothesized that the
three dimensions of the ELQ would be significant predictors of ethical sensitivity
(Langlois and Lapointe, 2010). Three items were used to measure ethical sensitivity.
The participants were asked to rate each statement on a six-point Likert scale
with response options ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (always): “For me, a situation
that produces inequality presents an ethical dilemma,” “For me, a situation which
involves power-tripping creates an ethical dilemma,” and “For me, situations that are
hurtful to people create ethical dilemmas.” This measure had good internal consistency
(Cronbach’s a¼ 0.80).

316

JEA
52,3



www.manaraa.com

Statistical analysis strategy
Step 1: IRT. IRT refers to a set of mathematical models that describe, in probabilistic
terms, the relationship between a person’s response to an item of a scale, test or
questionnaire, and his or her level of the latent variable, such as ethic of justice, being
measured (Reeve and Fayers, 2005). The fundamental objective of IRT methods is thus
to specify the relationships between item responses and the latent trait (y) posited to be
measured by the test or questionnaire. An item characteristic curve (ICC) graphically
represents the manner in which the probability of a response varies with the level of the
underlying trait. If the probability of endorsing an item or option increases as a
function of, for instance, ethical leadership, the item is effective.

Several models of IRT can be applied to rating data but, given the use of Likert
scales, the graded-response model (GRM; Samejima, 1969, 1997) was deemed most
appropriate (Embretson and Reise, 2000; Poitras et al., 2012). In order to compute the
parameter estimates under the GRM, the EIRT program (Excel IET assistant; Valois
et al., 2011) was used in the current study. More specifically, it was used to estimate
the ability of items and scales to detect differences between individuals across a latent
trait. Ideally, the differences between two individuals should be as easily detected,
irrespective of whether they are in the low or high range in terms of ethical leadership.
The slope of the ICC (ai; item discriminability) indicates the extent to which a change in
item score corresponds to changes in the level of underlying latent trait (Baker, 2001).
Hence, the larger the value of ai, the steeper will be the slope.

After analyzing the degree of discrimination, we examined the bij parameters (one
for each category response curve) and their standard errors. The bij parameters
represent a given leadership category level as a function of the maximal probability of
choosing each response option. For intermediate options, the threshold modal is the
place on the latent trait (i.e. ethical leadership) scale, where the probability of choosing
this option is maximal. For the first option, that is the place on the theta scale where
there is a 50 percent chance to choose the first option, this probability increases to the
left and decreases to the right. For the last option, that is the place on the theta scale
where there is a 50 percent chance of choosing the last option, this probability
decreasing to the left and increasing to the right. Good items have bij parameters that
match their respective response categories and have a low error level (Poitras et al.,
2012). Finally, item informativeness (Ii) was also used in order to assess the accuracy of
the ethical leadership level estimation. The higher the amount of information, the more
accurately the latent trait level (ethical leadership) is estimated (Baker, 2001).

Based on Baker (2001), we decided to keep the items with an ai 40.65, which
corresponds to a moderate differentiation. After having analyzed the degree of
discrimination, the bij parameters (one for each category response curve) and their
standard errors were considered. We kept items with bij parameters having an
adequate location on the scale continuum and acceptable standard errors. Finally, item
informativeness (Ii) was also used in order to assess the accuracy of the ethical
leadership level estimation. As noted above, the higher the amount of information, the
more accurately the latent trait level (e.g. ethic of critique, ethic of justice, and ethic
of care) is estimated.

Step 2: CFA and ESEM analysis. In CFA studies, each item is allowed to load on one
factor, even though many measurement instruments show small cross-loadings that
are well motivated by either substantive theory or by the formulation of the
measurements (Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al., 2009). There are some
situations in which this strict requirement of zero cross-loadings does not fit the data
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well, leading to distorted factors and overestimated factor correlations (Marsh et al.,
2009). To overcome this limitation, Asparouhov and Muthén (2009) proposed a new
statistical method that integrates CFA and EFA: ESEM. This method allows for the use
of rotation criteria within structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis. In this study,
both CFA and ESEM methods were used to examine the factorial structure of the
ELQ. They were performed using Mplus 6 software (Muthén and Muthén, 1998/2010).
As Marsh et al. (2009) recommend, we began with a CFA analysis to verify the
appropriateness of the three-factor structure of the ELQ (i.e. factorial validity).
If the analysis revealed adequate and similar fit indices for both ESEM and CFA
models, then there would be less advantage in pursuing an ESEM analysis because the
ESEM model is less parsimonious than the CFA model.

To examine the adequacy of the model, the following fit indices were considered: the
w2/ degrees of freedom (df) statistic, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and the WRMR
value. According to rules of thumb, good model fit can be stated when CFI and TLI are
greater than roughly 0.90, and the RMSEA is smaller than 0.05 (Kline, 2011).
Moreover, a ratio of o5 for the w2/df statistic usually means that the observed data fits
well within the theoretical model proposed, whereas a value smaller than 2 means a
significant adjustment ( Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993). Finally, WRMR values of p0.90
are suggestive of good model fit (Bowen and Guo, 2012).

As the ELQ is based on Likert-type items, the data were analyzed as categorical
(ordinal) and not as continuous. The Mplus default estimator for categorical data
analyses are weighted least squares with mean and variance adjusted.

Step 3: Invariance of the ELQ items across gender. The goal of this analysis was
to examine the DIF of the ELQ to determine the presence of gender biases in items.
We wanted to verify whether or not the probability of endorsing each item of the ELQ
is equal for both men and women showing an equal degree of leadership. Parametric
IRT can be used to distinguish qualitative differences in ways of expressing leadership
from quantitative differences in men and women. DIF analyses were conducted by
means of the iterative hybrid ordinal logistic regression/IRT (available from the
Comprehensive R Archive Network at http://Cran.R-project.org/package¼ lordif; see
Choi et al., 2011, for more details). The presence of DIF was based on the likelihood
ratio w2 statistical significance test (Swaminathan and Rogers, 1990). A p-value o0.01
is suggestive of a DIF.

Step 4: SEM. The objective of this step is to examine the convergent validity of the
ELQ. To this end, we verified the relations between the ELQ factors and ethical sensitivity
as a criterion variable. In order to conduct SEM with latent variables, it is recommended to
use multiple indicators for each variable, because scores from multiple indicators tend to
be more reliable and valid than those from a single indicator (Kline, 2011). In the current
study, each latent variable was defined by the means of two indicators or parcels
(Bandalos and Finney, 2001; Nasser and Takahashi, 2003), where each parcel represented
a subset of the scale items. To examine the adequacy of the model testing the relationship
between the three constructs underlying the ELQ (ethics of care, justice, and critique) and
ethical sensitivity, we used the same indices as presented above, with the exception of
WRMR, which was replaced by SRMR. According to rules of thumb (Kline, 2011), good
model fit can be stated when SRMR is o0.10.

Missing data. From the total of 668 participants, 576 participants completed all
items of the questionnaire while 92 participants had at least one missing value on
one of the four scales: 1-5 missing values (60.9 percent), 6-10 (14.1 percent), 13-19
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(22.8 percent), and 25-26 (2.2 percent). We chose to present our results using multiple
imputation (Allison, 2001) since this method takes full advantage of the available data and
avoids some of the bias in standard errors and test statistics that can accompany
traditional ad hoc methods such as listwise or pairwise deletion or substituting missing
values with the variable mean (Peugh and Enders, 2004). Starting from simple random
values, imputation proceeds by iterating over the conditionally specified models
(van Buuren, 2010). In the current study, we used a fully conditional specification method
which has been implemented in R as the multivariate imputation chained equation
package (van Buuren and Oudshoorn, 2000). This strategy was used for the DIF, CFA,
ESEM, and SEM analyses, but not for the IRT analysis of the three subscales (ethic of
care, ethic of critique, and ethic of justice). In effect, using the imputed data to perform an
item analysis was based on IRTwhich uses the “maximum likelihood estimation” method
for estimating item parameters and ability levels for examinees without replacing missing
values. In fact, as a result of combining information on the examinee’s entire pattern of
responses as well as the characteristics of each item for estimating item parameters and
ability levels for examinees, using imputed data are expendable or non-essential.

The study presented here has three limitations. First, the convergent validity was
established via ethical sensitivity alone. It should be useful in future research to
measure other relevant constructs, such as idealized influence, interpersonal justice,
and informational justice (Mayer et al., 2012). Second, divergent validity should be
demonstrated by including other leadership styles that we expected would be non- or
negatively related such as passive and autocratic leadership. Third, construct validity
could be more stringently tested via a multi-trait/multi-method approach.

Results
Step 1: Item analysis based on IRT
The item discrimination (ai), the difficulty (bij), and informativeness (Iimax) values
for the items of the scale “ethic of care,” “ethic of critique,” and “ethic of justice” are
summarized in Tables I-III, respectively.

Figures 1 and 2 are examples of good and bad discriminating items, respectively.
The first curve represents item 26 (ethic of justice subscale) which states: “When I have
to resolve an ethical dilemma, I conduct an investigation.” Based on our results, this
item discriminates very well between educational leaders with low, moderate, and high
levels of ethic of justice (ai41.70; Baker, 2001) and the curve of this item is steep at all
the levels of the latent trait. In contrast, from the subscale “ethic of critique,” we deleted
item 29: “The decision I make when faced with an ethical dilemma aims at greater
good.” The low value of the ai parameter for the Item 29 (ai between 0.01 and 0.34;
Baker, 2001) indicated that this question was not a good indicator of behavior related to
“ethic of critique.” Considering its ICC, we noted the flat slope at all the levels of the
latent trait (see Figure 2). In sum, following a joint analysis of the ai, bij, and Iimax

parameters, we decided to keep all of the items of the subscale “ethic of justice” and to
reject one item from the subscale “ethic of critique” (item 29) and three items from the
subscale “ethic of care” (items 2, 18, and 22). A fine-grained analysis of the content of
these items indicated that they were ambiguous. Thus, at the end of this first step, the
ELQ contained 26 items (ethic of care: ten; ethic of critique: eight; ethic of justice: eight).

Step 2: CFA and ESEM
In this second step, we applied the traditional CFA approach and the more recent
ESEM approach (Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) to test the
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proposed three-factor structure of the ELQ. It was necessary to conduct the CFA and
the ESEM on the same subgroup of participants in order to verify if the analysis
revealed adequate and similar fit indices for both ESEM and CFA models.

The CFA model (see Figure 3) posits that an item of the ELQ reflects only one latent
variable; consequently, the cross-loading is set to zero. Thus, for example, items

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

30,556 35,556 40,556 45,556 50,556 55,556 60,556 65,556

R
es

po
ns

e

Score

Figure 2.
The item characteristic

curve of item 29

Ethics of care Ethics of justice Ethics of critique

Q1 Q3 Q19 Q6 Q10 Q30 Q4 Q7 Q27

Figure 3.
The three-factor model

of the ELQ

6

5

4

3R
es

po
ns

e

2

1
35,43 40,43 45,43 50,43 55,43

Score

60,43 65,43 70,43

Figure 1.
The item characteristic

curve of item 26

323

Development
and validity

of ELQ



www.manaraa.com

assumed to represent the ethic of justice construct will load solely on this latent
variable. As the three ethics are conceptually close, and given that two or more items
measuring different latent variables might correlate (Brown, 2006), we also formulated
the hypothesis that all the latent variables were correlated. The goodness-of-fit indexes
suggests that this model does not fit the data well: w2/df¼ 1.69; CFI¼ 0.87; TLI¼ 0.84;
RMSEA¼ 0.06; WRMR¼ 1.10.

In contrast, when we examined the factorial structure of the ELQ using ESEM
(Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010), the fit indices suggest an
approximate fit of the data: w2/df¼ 1.62; CFI¼ 0.92; TLI¼ 0.90; RMSEA¼ 0.06;
WRMR¼ 0.82. In fact, the results of the ESEM solution (Table IV) indicated that most
items had the highest loadings on the factor they are supposed to measure.
More specifically, all items designed to measure “ethic of care” had their highest
loading on this factor. However, considering the other two factors “ethic of critique”
and “ethic of justice,” some items had almost equivalent loadings on another factor
than the one they were supposed to measure. With regard to “ethic of critique,” the
loadings of the items varied between 0.270 and 0.798, but one out of the eight items (30)

CFA ESEM

Items of Factor 1: ethic of care
Q1 0.335 0.000 0.000 0.227 0.088 0.163
Q3 0.500 0.000 0.000 0.575 0.071 0.153
Q5 0.663 0.000 0.000 0.703 0.045 0.142
Q8 0.513 0.000 0.000 0.753 �0.148 0.100
Q9 0.531 0.000 0.000 0.478 0.246 0.127
Q12 0.483 0.000 0.000 0.560 0.115 0.040
Q13 0.306 0.000 0.000 0.245 0.225 �0.020
Q14 0.612 0.000 0.000 0.733 �0.005 0.062
Q15 0.696 0.000 0.000 0.741 0.126 0.024
Q19 0.683 0.000 0.000 0.501 0.237 0.199
Items of Factor 2: ethic of critique
Q6 0.000 0.336 0.000 0.076 0.471 �0.199
Q10 0.000 0.551 0.000 0.167 0.376 0.236
Q11 0.000 0.624 0.000 �0.080 0.798 0.042
Q16 0.000 0.583 0.000 �0.013 0.798 �0.017
Q17 0.000 0.441 0.000 �0.025 0.613 �0.008
Q23 0.000 0.390 0.000 0.230 0.298 �0.040
Q28 0.000 0.651 0.000 0.048 0.645 0.179
Q30 0.000 0.522 0.000 0.291 0.270 0.184
Items of Factor 3: ethic of justice
Q4 0.000 0.000 0.361 0.055 0.261 0.180
Q7 0.000 0.000 0.442 �0.046 0.048 0.573
Q20 0.000 0.000 0.469 0.336 0.059 0.229
Q21 0.000 0.000 0.222 �0.135 �0.049 0.492
Q24 0.000 0.000 0.488 0.027 �0.112 0.789
Q25 0.000 0.000 0.678 0.157 0.004 0.646
Q26 0.000 0.000 0.525 �0.093 0.189 0.553
Q27 0.000 0.000 0.536 0.081 0.233 0.385

Intercorrelations
Factor 1
Factor 2 0.559 0.244
Factor 3 0.590 0.502 0.208 0.303

Table IV.
Factors loadings for the
three intercorrelated-
factor CFA and
ESEM solutions
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had a slightly higher loading on another factor. In the case of “ethic of justice,” two out
of the eight items (4, 20) had a slightly higher loading on another factor.

Given these results, and considering that we had a sufficient number of items to
assure the content validity of the ethic of justice dimension, we decided to remove the
items that had much higher loadings on another factor (4, 20, 30). Thus, at the end of
this second step, the ELQ contained 23 items (ethic of care: ten; ethic of critique: seven;
ethic of justice: six).

Step 3: DIF of the ELQ
Parametric IRT with package Lordif (Choi et al., 2011) has been used to test item
invariance across gender. It determines whether men and women with equivalent levels of
leadership endorse items in qualitatively different ways. The results revealed that the
expected item scores do not vary for women and men; in fact, for the 23 items, men’s and
women’s ICCs overlap to a considerable extent. Non-significant w2 values ( po0.01)
indicated that there is no DIF. Considering these results, it appears that the items of the
ELQ are not gender biased (see the final version of the ELQ in the Appendix).

Step 4: SEM
The fit indices for the model testing relationship between the three constructs underlying
the ELQ (ethic of care, justice, and critique) and ethical sensitivity suggested that it does
fit the data well: w2/df¼ 2.28; CFI¼ 0.961; TLI¼ 0.934; RMSEA¼ 0.088 (90 percent
CI¼ 0.055-0.121), and SRMR¼ 0.046. The results showed that ethic of care, justice, and
critique accounted for 16.2 percent of the variance in ethical sensitivity (p¼ 0.014). The
results also indicated that the ethic of critique construct (g¼ 0.34, po0.05) is significantly
related to ethical sensitivity whereas the other two latent variables (i.e., ethic of care and
ethic of justice) do not predict ethical sensitivity.

Discussion
This study resulted in an instrument with acceptable validity for measuring the presence
of ethical leadership based on three interdependent ethics – justice, critique, and care –
that are linked to a dependent variable, namely, ethical sensitivity. The ELQ stems from
our conception of ethical leadership, rooted in a critical reflective capacity and operating
in three ethical dimensions. The results provide quantitative confirmation of the presence
of the three ethics in the resolution of moral dilemmas. The validity of Starratt’s (1991)
model is thus supported qualitatively by our previous studies (Langlois, 1997; Langlois
and Lapointe, 2007, 2010) and quantitatively by the present study.

Furthermore, our results indicated that there is no DIF. Thus, it is reasonable to think
that the ELQ items have the same meaning for both men and women, which means that
gender differences observed when using ELQ will not be due to a faulty instrument but
to differences between women and men. Given the present debate on the issue of
gender-related distinctions between the leadership of women and men, more reliable
results will be available through the use of ELQ in diverse research settings.

With regard to findings which indicate that certain items measuring the ethic of
critique have almost equivalent loadings on the ethic of justice and vice versa, these
results are not surprising given the fact that certain behaviors can be related to more
than one dimension. According to Starratt (1991), the ethic of critique is very close to
the ethic of justice as the use of critical lenses sheds light on injustices in order to attain
greater social justice. Furthermore, the core foundation of the ethic of justice can be
confusing as different schools of thought exist when defining this ethic. In the ELQ,

325

Development
and validity

of ELQ



www.manaraa.com

items pertaining to justice-based moral gestures are partly based on Kohlberg’s work.
As mentioned earlier, we believe that Kohlberg’s Stages 5 and 6 (post-conventional
levels) are associated with the ethic of critique, and that transformative and restorative
justice both emerge from the ethic of critique.

Another important result concerns the presence of relationships between ethical
sensitivity and the ethic of critique. With regard to correlation between ELQ constructs
and ethical sensitivity, our results show that the ethic of critique is significantly related
to ethical sensitivity while the ethic of care and the ethic of justice do not predict ethical
sensitivity. With regard to the ethic of critique, writing about leaders who are inspired
by this dimension, Starratt (1991) suggested that “their basic stance is ethical for they
are dealing with questions of social justice and human dignity” (p. 189). In a previous,
qualitative research project during which a training program was evaluated, we
observed the same thing in leaders whose ethical profile indicated a pronounced ethic
of critique and who had been able to resolve their ethical dilemmas and initiate
meaningful changes within their organization. These leaders were deeply concerned
about issues of social justice they witnessed and were ready to take action in order to
preserve equity in their schools or districts. As educational organizations and
associations become aware of the crucial need for more ethical leaders, they will need
to pay particular attention to the ethic of critique as it appears to play a significant role
in the development of ethical sensitivity, the ability to discern injustice, and privilege
being a sign that one’s consciousness and perception of ethical issues is awakened.
Such a result deserves attention with regard to principals’ pre-service and continuing
ethical development as envisioned by Frick et al. (2009).

At this point, we want to stress the fact that our objective in developing the ELQ
was not to create an instrument for the identification of candidates who would score
higher on the three ethics, or on any one of them. Our goal was rather to be able to
identify the presence of emergent or confirmed ethical competency among leaders and
to support their optimal development through professional training (Langlois and
Lapointe, 2010). Although employers might be tempted to use the ELQ in order to
select leaders with a particular ethical profile, its intended aim is to support leaders
who wish to become more ethically sensitive and, by doing so, attain a more optimal
development in all three ethics. Indeed, during the aforementioned experimental
training project, we observed a phenomenon where participants experienced a
significant readjustment process triggered by the information provided to them
through the questionnaire (Langlois and Lapointe, 2010). Upon receiving their
pre-training ELQ profile, participants were able to identify the ethic that they had
already developed and those that were either not present or were in the process of
being acquired. We found this step to be very important as it allowed participants to
become aware of their strengths and weaknesses, a recognition which led them to
engage in a transformative cycle aimed at improving their ethical awareness, moral
judgment, sense of responsibility, and overall professional conduct.

While the current results are promising, our study has some methodological
limitations. First, more replications will be needed to fully support the ELQ’s validity. For
example, while the link between ethical sensitivity and the ethic of critique may suggest
the ELQ’s convergent validity, to correlate ELQ results with other external criterion or
validated available scales would strengthen its validity. Moreover, the focus of the
invariance assessed was gender. Given that the instrument may be used in diverse
cultural contexts, invariance across cultures would be warranted. Finally, different
subgroups of participants were used at each step of the psychometric data analysis.
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However, these subgroups were drawn from one sample. Our findings should be
replicated in studies using larger, more representative samples that include, for instance,
school principals from ethnic minorities as well those coming from diverse countries.

Conclusion
Scholars in different fields, including education, business, and public administration,
have stressed the urgent need for a better understanding of ethical leadership and its
main components, in particular ethical sensitivity and conduct. Many have recognized
the absence of validated research instruments that would help grasp how ethical
leadership is enacted and how to define the concept more accurately. Results presented
in this paper are meant to help fill the void at a time where there is a vital need for more
ethical attitudes and for greater integrity in education and in the workplace in general.

Note

1. In order to emphasize the pioneering nature of Shapiro and Stefkovich’s work as well as of
Strike et al., we have identified the years their respective books were first published.
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Appendix. Ethical Leadership Questionnaire
Definition: an ethical dilemma is a situation that will often involve an apparent conflict between
values in which to obey one would result in transgressing another. The crucial features of a
moral dilemma are these: the agent is required to do each of two (or more) actions; the agent can
do each of the actions; but the agent cannot do both (or all) of the actions.

Referring to the scale below, circle the number of your choice

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often Always N/A (not 
applicable)

1 2 3 4 5 6 X

When I reflect on the way I act at work, I can see that…
1. I establish trust in my relationships with others 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
2. I try to ensure harmony in the organization 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
3. I don’t tolerate arrogance 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
4. I follow procedures and rules 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
5. I try to preserve everyone’s safety and well-being 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
6. I try to make people aware that some situations disproportionately privilege 

some groups 1 2 3 4 5 6 X

7. I speak out against unfair practices 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
8. I seek to protect each individual’s dignity 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
9. I expect people to make mistakes (it’s human nature) 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
10. I speak out against injustice 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
11. I am concerned when individuals or groups have advantages compared to others 1 2 3 4 5 6 X

When I have to resolve an ethical dilemma…
12. I check the legal and regulatory clauses that might apply 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
13. I check my organiation’s unwritten rules 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
14. I conduct an investigation 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
15. I sanction mistakes in proportion to their seriousness 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
16. I try to oppose injustice 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
17. I take time to listen to the people involved in a situation 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
18. I seek to preserve bonds and harmony within the organization 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
19. I avoid hurting people’s feelings by maintaining their dignity 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
20. I pay attention to individuals 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
21. I promote dialogue about contentious issues 1 2 3 4 5 6 X

My decision in the resolution of an ethical dilemma is based on…
22. the statutory and legal framework. 1 2 3 4 5 6 X
23. greater social justice. 1 2 3 4 5 6 X

Care = mean of items 1, 2, 5, 8, 9, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21
Critique = mean of items 3, 6, 7, 10, 11, 16, 23
Justice = mean of items 4, 12, 13, 14, 15, 22
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