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ABSTRACT
evidence from the body of knowledge shows that ethical leadership influences 
organizational outcomes. thus, drawing on social learning and social exchange theories, 
this study empirically examines the impact of ethical leadership on public sector 
organizational performance, focusing on the mediating effects of perceived 
organizational politics and corporate social responsibility and the moderating role of 
organizational social capital. a quantitative cross-sectional online survey was conducted 
using a convenience sampling strategy to collect data from 292 federal government 
employees and federal member state employees across somalia. structural equation 
modeling (seM–Pls) was used to analyze the data using smartPls4. the results reveal 
that ethical leadership directly affects organizational performance, perceived 
organizational politics, and corporate social responsibility. Furthermore, perceived 
organizational politics partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and 
organizational performance. this study offers practical recommendations for public 
sector agencies and policymakers to enhance organizational performance through 
ethical leadership. this study fills a literature gap by exploring the association between 
ethical leadership and organizational performance in the public sector, specifically in 
somalia. Various mediating and moderating factors have deepened our understanding 
of how ethical leadership influences organizational performance in the public sector.

1.  Introduction

in the past decade, scholars have paid ethical leadership (el) a great deal of attention (Kalshoven et  al., 
2013). Public sector organizational performance (OP) has become a hot topic in public management in 
the 21st century and has attracted much interest in public administration in recent decades (Vermeeren 
et  al., 2014; Walker & Boyne, 2009), as there is a public outcry for more public sector research (Matten 
& Moon, 2008). Perceived organizational politics (POP) has been proven crucial for measuring the  
benefits of ethical leadership for organizations (Brown & treviño, 2006).

Prior studies recommended that leaders embrace core ethical principles, such as beneficence, justice, 
and veracity, to improve public sector performance (Buye, 2020). Myriad prior studies have emphasized 
the importance of examining ethical leadership’s role in the performance of public organizations and 
called for more research in this area. ethical leaders foster a learning culture to boost performance 
(saeed et  al., 2022), impart ethical values, give their organizations a competitive edge (Koay & lim, 2021; 
Yasin, 2021), influence goal clarity and project success (Zada et  al., 2023), and serve as a stabilizing force, 
enabling public entities to reassess goals amidst global uncertainties to remain competitive (saeed et  al., 
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2023). additionally, recent controversies surrounding the ethics of government managers underscore the 
importance of further studies on ethical leadership within public institutions (hassan et  al., 2014). 
effective public sector performance is essential for development, stability, and service delivery in 
post-conflict nations like somalia. however, the interaction between these factors in somalia is unex-
plored and unknown. Researching this can offer vital insights for those looking to bolster the public 
sector in somalia’s recovery. Furthermore, somalia’s history of civil war, corruption, and political instability 
has significantly impacted its public sector. these factors have hindered public institutions’ ability to 
deliver services and achieve desired performance levels (abdi & hashi, 2023). this unique context pres-
ents a valuable opportunity to study the relationship between ethical leadership (el), organizational per-
formance (OP), and the proposed mediating factors (corporate social responsibility (csR) and organizational 
politics (POP)) and the moderating factor (organizational social capital (Osc)) within this relationship. the 
heritage institute for Policy studies (hiPs) (2021) highlights poor institutional performance and insuffi-
cient service delivery as critical issues plaguing somali public institutions. given this history of weak 
institutions, prioritizing ethical leadership that values transparency and accountability becomes crucial for 
rebuilding trust, attracting resources, and ultimately improving performance in somalia.

several determinants influence organizational ethics, with leadership notably influential (grojean et  al., 
2004; steinbauer et  al., 2014). combined with the unknown exploration of a new model that examines 
ethical leadership and public sector performance, factoring in csR and organizational politics as media-
tors, and organizational social capital as a moderating factor, these justifications call for and motivate 
in-depth research.

although myriad prior recent studies have examined the relationship between ethical leadership and 
organizational performance, mainly in the private sector (Pirzada et  al., 2023; abdi & hashi, 2023; 
sanchez-Famoso et  al., 2023), to the best of our knowledge, no previous study has modeled the impact 
of ethical leadership on public sector organizational performance via the underlying mechanisms of per-
ceived organizational politics and csR and the moderation effect of organizational social capital in a 
single comprehensive conceptual model. Being the first to look into the interplay between all five vari-
ables in a single model, the current study is noteworthy for being novel, unique, and valuable, as it 
contributes to the existing body of literature and offers a more thorough knowledge of the relationships 
between these variables.

to be more precise, five specific research gaps still exist in this area of study. First, despite decades of 
debate and research, ethical leadership research still suffers from disorganization and confusion (avey 
et  al., 2011). Most studies on the topic are anecdotal and remain strongly normative (Brown & treviño, 
2006), and there are still theoretical, methodological, and design challenges that necessitate more 
research (Den hartog, 2015). second, while different leadership styles have been associated with various 
organizational outcomes, little research has looked at whether there is a direct link between ethical 
leadership and organizational performance, and most studies have concentrated on the private sector, 
with little attention paid to the public sector (shin, 2012). Very few studies have offered an explanation 
or mechanism for how ethical leadership impacts organizational performance, which led to a public call 
for further research (avey et  al., 2011). third, most research on ethical leadership and csR is particularly 
interested in the private sector, mainly manufacturing and financial performance (Kim et  al., 2018). 
Fourth, to the best of our knowledge, there is no comprehensive research on the impact of perceived 
organizational politics on organizational performance in the public sector, except for the studies of 
Vigoda (2000) and Parker et  al. (1995). Fifth, although ethics has recently gained attention in social  
capital research, there is still a lack of empirical research on the topic (Pastoriza & ariño, 2013).

While previous studies have primarily focused on the private sector (see Pirzada  et  al., 2023; 
sanchez-Famoso et  al., 2023), our research directly addresses the crucial impact of ethical leadership on 
performance in the public sector, which is essential for public trust and service delivery. the study exam-
ines how employees’ perception of organizational politics, specifically favoritism over merit, influences 
performance in the public sector. this area has not been extensively researched but has the potential to 
highlight significant challenges. Our research goes a step further by exploring social capital as a moder-
ator to understand how existing levels of trust affect the effectiveness of ethical leadership in the public 
sector. By addressing these gaps in the literature, our research offers a unique perspective on ethical 
leadership in the public sector, particularly in underdeveloped countries like somalia. Understanding the 
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mediating role of csR and organizational performance, as well as the moderating influence of social 
capital, can provide valuable insights for policymakers and leaders in the public sector. therefore, the 
study investigates the relationship between ethical leadership and public sector performance, specifically 
examining the mediating role of csR and organizational politics, as well as the moderating effect of 
social capital.

the study draws on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and social exchange theory (Blau, 1986) to 
explain the impact of ethical leadership on public sector organizational performance with the mediating 
roles of csR and perceived organizational politics and the moderating influence of organizational social 
capital. social learning theory posits that individuals gain desirable behaviors by imitating reliable role 
models, an essential explanatory framework for how ethical leaders could influence desired follower 
behaviors (Kalshoven et  al., 2013). additionally, it is believed that social exchange theory offers a robust 
explanation for the relationship between ethical leadership behaviors and favored employee behavior; 
according to the norm of reciprocity, which is the foundation of social exchange theory, people are 
obligated to repay those who have helped them (newman et  al., 2013). By incorporating the theories 
above and examining the many processes of the mediating roles of csR and perceived organizational 
politics and the moderating roles of organizational social capital, the current study advances the body 
of research on ethical leadership and the performance of public sector organizations.

Both social learning theory and social exchange theory offer valuable insights into the relationship 
between ethical leadership, public sector performance, and the mediating and moderating factors of 
csR, organizational performance, and organizational social capital. social learning theory suggests that 
employees learn through observation and social interaction. ethical leaders create a positive environment 
that encourages ethical behavior. employees internalize the ethical values promoted by their leaders, 
leading to responsible actions that support csR efforts, build public trust, and improve performance. 
social learning fosters a sense of shared responsibility for positive outcomes. employees who understand 
the importance of their actions become more engaged in pursuing public good objectives.

social exchange theory focuses on assessing costs and benefits in social interactions. employees are 
more likely to engage in ethical conduct if they perceive a fair exchange with their leaders. ethical lead-
ers promote open communication and collaboration, which facilitate knowledge sharing and 
problem-solving – crucial elements for achieving high performance in public service. employees who 
trust ethical leadership and believe in the organization’s values are more inclined to actively participate 
in csR initiatives, such as volunteering and community outreach. these actions can enhance public per-
ception and foster positive social capital, which is based on trust and cooperation. however, excessive 
organizational politics, where personal connections outweigh merit in career advancement, can under-
mine the benefits of ethical leadership and social exchange theory. this discourages ethical behavior and 
erodes trust, potentially hindering public service performance.

the strength of existing social networks within the organization (social capital) can moderate the 
impact of both social learning theory and social exchange theory. strong social networks facilitate knowl-
edge sharing and collaboration, supporting ethical conduct and csR initiatives. additionally, high levels 
of social capital based on trusting relationships within the broader community can further amplify the 
positive effects of ethical leadership and csR by fostering cooperation between the public and the gov-
ernment, creating a more supportive environment for achieving public service goals. By combining social 
learning theory’s focus on learning and social influence with social exchange theory’s emphasis on reci-
procity and trust, we gain a deeper understanding of how ethical leadership can drive ethical behavior, 
csR, and ultimately enhance public service performance. social capital serves as a moderator, influencing 
the effectiveness of these processes.

the study makes several contributions by filling the gaps mentioned in earlier studies. First, this study 
responds to the many calls from scholars to investigate the mediating and moderating mechanisms 
through which ethical leadership influences organizational performance in the public sector, given the 
relative shortage of integrative research that is currently available (Brown & treviño, 2006). second, to 
the best of our knowledge, no prior research on ethical leadership and organizational performance has 
incorporated the identified mediators and moderators into a single model to account for how ethical 
leadership impacts the performance of public sector organizations. third, two theoretical stances—
namely, social learning and social exchange theories – are combined in the current study. Doing these 
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advances earlier research that relied almost entirely on social learning theory. additionally, since somalia 
is reconstructing its public sector, a sample from public sector organizations is helpful to show how 
ethical leadership impacts organizational performance from the perspective of the public sector, with the 
mediators of csR and perceived organizational politics, as well as the moderator of organizational social 
capital. to the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to examine the association between 
ethical leadership and organizational performance in the public sector with csR and perceived organiza-
tional politics as mediators and organizational social capital as a moderator, particularly in the context 
of somalia. the remainder of this paper is organized as follows. section 2 provides a hypothesis devel-
opment and literature review. section 3 describes the methodology and measures used in this study. 
section 4 presents the analysis and results. section 5 presents the discussion. section 6 presents the 
conclusions of the study. section 7 outlines the theoretical and practical implications of the study. Finally, 
section 8 identifies the limitations and future research directions.

2.  Hypotheses development and literature review

2.1.  Ethical leadership and organizational performance

the primary aim of any organization is to achieve optimal performance, facilitating growth and success. 
arab (2023) revealed that ethical leadership impacts organizational performance. similarly, lubis (2023) 
reported that ethical leadership positively impacts organizational performance. Over the past decades, 
ethical leadership has provided new insights for human resource managers, suggesting that organiza-
tional justice can enhance organizational outcomes (ali et  al., 2018). While leadership is widely acknowl-
edged for promoting ethical behavior in organizations, the interplay between leader actions and formal 
ethics rules still needs to be explored. however, research suggests that well-run organizations often have 
leaders who exhibit exemplary behavior and proactively mitigate problems, thus reducing the need for 
formal ethics regulations (Downe et  al., 2016). Furthermore, ethical leadership, the quality of a leader 
based on moral principles, can influence organizational performance (alkhadra et  al., 2022).

Resick et  al. (2006) highlighted six specific attributes of ethical leadership: character and integrity, 
ethical awareness, community/people orientation, motivating, encouraging, empowering, and managing 
ethical accountability. although some studies have examined the relationship between ethical leadership 
and organizational performance, the public sector received little attention in most studies on leadership 
styles and organizational performance (esbenshade et  al., 2016; Jayasinghe, 2016). this study conceptu-
alized public sector organizations as government agencies (Kumari & Pandey, 2011).

although previous studies have examined the association between ethical leadership and organiza-
tional performance (Pirzada et  al., 2023; abdi & hashi, 2023; sanchez-Famoso et  al., 2023), they have 
primarily concentrated on private sector institutions that employ distinct policies and practices compared 
to their public sector counterparts. however, these studies mostly failed to examine this relationship 
within the context of the public sector.

the positive influence that ethical leadership is believed to have on the performance of organizations 
has attracted considerable interest in organizational research. ethical leaders empower their organiza-
tions by promoting a culture of integrity and trust by demonstrating elevated moral standards and eth-
ical conduct. these leaders foster a more positive and productive workplace by inspiring and motivating 
workers to behave ethically and responsibly. albert Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory posits that 
individuals acquire knowledge and skills through direct experience, observation, modeling, and imitation. 
this theory suggests that employees develop ethical conduct through observation and interaction with 
their leaders within the framework of ethical leadership. leaders cultivate the attitudes and behaviors of 
their followers by consistently exhibiting ethical behavior and serving as role models.

Peter Blau’s (1964) social exchange theory states that people weigh both the benefits and disadvan-
tages of social interactions. employees sell their labor and knowledge for money, promotions, and rec-
ognition. according to this theoretical paradigm, ethical leadership fosters a positive social interchange 
atmosphere, improving employee and organizational performance. social learning theory and social 
exchange help explain how ethical leadership affects organizational performance. social learning theory 
focuses on modeling, observation, and reinforcement in forming ethics. in contrast, social exchange 
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theory emphasizes fairness, reciprocity, and psychological contracts for a healthy work environment and 
employee contributions. By incorporating these theoretical views, researchers and practitioners can  
better understand how ethical leadership promotes ethical conduct and organizational performance.

a previous study reported that the dimensions of ethical leadership (promoting positive effect, per-
spective taking, social modeling, people orientation, power sharing, and ethical guidance) positively 
impact organizational performance, albeit with varying intensities (Kamalakannan, 2021). Piccolo et  al. 
(2010) revealed that ethical leadership improves the significance of the work, which in turn enhances 
performance. however, ajulu noted that the desired outcome of public sector organizational perfor-
mance involved service delivery, better efficiency in resource utilization, and the institutionalization of a 
performance-oriented culture while lowering or eliminating the dependency of public agencies on 
exchequer funding and overall performance. While studies on ethical leadership have produced a wide 
range of results (avey et  al., 2011), very few studies have looked at or explained how ethical leadership 
results in positive organizational performance. While previous studies have established a positive rela-
tionship between ethical leadership and organizational performance (Pirzada et al., 2023; sanchez-Famoso 
et  al., 2023), these studies have primarily focused on private sector organizations, overlooking the public 
sector, specifically the somali context. therefore, to bridge this literature gap, we hypothesize that:

H1: Ethical leadership has a positive impact on public sector organizational performance.

2.2.  Ethical leadership, corporate social responsibility, and organizational performance

corporate social responsibility (csR) refers to an organization’s intention to use policies and actions 
focused on individuals outside the organization to bring about positive community change besides its 
profit-making goals (saha et  al., 2020). though the relationship between ethical leadership and csR has 
been extensively studied, how ethical leadership might improve an organization’s performance through 
csR methods has not been studied, especially in public sector organizations where ethical concerns are 
a vital concern (nguyen et  al., 2021; Pasricha et  al., 2018). in addition, research has emphasized the need 
for leadership theories that consider how csR, ethical leadership, and organizational performance are 
related (angus-leppan et  al., 2010).

We used social learning theory, proposed by albert Bandura (1977), which highlights that learning 
occurs through observation, imitation, and social interaction. this theory can be applied to understand 
the relationship between ethical leadership, csR, and organizational performance. employees learn by 
observing the behaviors and decisions of their leaders. ethical leaders who prioritize honesty, fairness, 
and environmental sustainability act as positive role models. through social learning, employees internal-
ize the ethical values and csR principles promoted by their leaders. as a result, these values and princi-
ples are reflected in responsible actions throughout the organization, including fair labor practices and 
efforts towards environmental sustainability. When employees perceive their organization as ethical and 
responsible, they tend to be more engaged, productive, and loyal. this, in turn, can lead to improved 
performance metrics such as public satisfaction and innovation.

although ethical leadership and csR have both grown in popularity, Matten and Moon (2008) assert 
that how they are implemented is still a mystery. Results show that ethical leadership impacts csR 
practices directly and indirectly (Pasricha et  al., 2018; tourigny et  al., 2019); the results also show that 
ethical leadership positively impacts the organization’s csR and performance. similarly, alkhadra et  al. 
(2022) reported that csR mediates positively and significantly the relationship between ethical leader-
ship and organizational performance. however, other studies confirmed that csR partially mediates the 
relationship between ethical leadership and organizational performance (alkhadra et  al., 2022; Kim & 
thapa, 2018).

Previous studies highlighted that without leadership support at all levels, there can be no meaningful 
csR initiatives (Knippenberg & de Jong, 2010). Butt et  al. (2016) conducted an empirical investigation 
and showed that ethical leadership influences csR, which improves organizational performance. the find-
ings showed that csR significantly improved performance (latif et  al., 2020). Moreover, in a study by 
iranian pharmaceutical companies, quality management mediates between social responsibility and orga-
nizational performance (Mehralian et  al., 2016). Besides, Rettable et  al. (2009) reported that csR is 
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positively associated with organizational performance. similarly, Kim and thapa (2018) found that csR 
mediated the relationship between ethical leadership and performance.

although the literature on ethical leadership, csR, and organizational performance is vast and grow-
ing, it has several limitations. First, it focused on developed countries. Most research on ethical leader-
ship, csR, and organizational performance has been conducted in developed countries, such as the 
United states, the United Kingdom, and australia (avey et  al., 2011). this limits the generalizability of the 
findings to other parts of the world, particularly in war-torn countries such as somalia. Finally, a recent 
study by arab (2023) revealed that ethical leadership enhances csR, which leads to organizational per-
formance. Furthermore, he argued that csR is a mediator between ethical leadership and organizational 
performance, meaning that ethical leadership directly and indirectly impacts organizational performance 
through csR. however, to our knowledge, no prior study has yet been conducted on the mediating role 
of csR in the relationship between ethical leadership and organizational performance in the public sec-
tor, specifically in the somali context. Based on this argument, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: CSR mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and public sector organizational performance.

2.3.  Ethical leadership, perceived organizational politics, and organizational performance

the term perceived organizational politics (POP) refers to an individual’s subjective evaluation of the 
extent to which they believe that the workplace is self-serving of some people and groups at the 
expense of others (Ferris et  al., 2000). although political behavior is one of the most significant phenom-
ena in organizations and is observed in every organization, the effects of POP on public organizations 
have not been thoroughly studied (cheong & Kim, 2022). how leaders perceive organizational politics 
may significantly impact how they lead (lee et  al., 2021); high POP leaders often have a sour relationship 
with their organizations and are less likely to emulate the morally upstanding actions of other leaders. 
however, earlier studies have solely examined the POP of employees due to ethical leadership (Kacmar 
et  al., 2013). although there have been ongoing academic and practical initiatives to investigate the 
effects of organizational politics on organizational performance in the private sector, apart from the 
research of Vigoda (2000) and Parker et  al. (1995), there have been very few detailed studies into this 
effect in the public sector. therefore, we used social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) to explain how 
ethical leadership can promote and support work environments free of politics. in social learning theory, 
individuals gain positive behaviors by observing and replicating the actions of dependable role models. 
Kalshoven et  al. (2013) argued that this theory is a crucial explanatory framework for how moral leaders 
can influence desired follower behaviors.

however, the factors connected to POP can be categorized into three groups: organizational, occupa-
tional, and personal. at the organizational level, POP is significantly related to procedural justice and power 
centralization. at the occupational level, employees are more likely to have lower POP in job and work 
environments when their job expectations are met, when there are chances for growth and progress when 
they engage in decision-making, and when they have positive relationships with their leaders and friendly, 
trustworthy relationships with coworkers. Finally, there are a few personality traits that seem to affect cer-
tain people’s propensity to perceive politics within their organization; specifically, those who believe they 
have control over their environment and those who are prone to pleasant moods and emotions are likely 
to have lower POP than those who have a cynical, untrustworthy view of human nature (atinc et  al., 2010).

although Jamshed et  al. (2022) pointed out a positive and significant relationship between ethical lead-
ership and POP, the study examined how POP affects organizational performance directly and indirectly by 
influencing task conflict and relationship conflict, two mediating factors. While the hypothesized negative 
impact of task conflict on perceived organizational performance was not supported, it was so for the 
hypothesized negative impact of relationship conflict. however, most studies reported that POP negatively 
impacts organizational performance (cheong & Kim, 2022; hyusein & eyupoglu, 2022; Kacmar et  al., 2013; 
lee et  al., 2021; Jamshed et  al., 2022). Organizational politics can manifest as elitism, cronyism, nepotism 
(Pelletier & Bligh, 2008), resource competition, interpersonal conflicts, contests for power, and coalition for-
mation (Ram & Prabhakar, 2010). the three components of POP are “go along to get ahead,” “general polit-
ical behavior,” and “pay and promotion policies.” “go along to get along” suggests purposefully remaining 
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silent to prevent vested interests or prized outcomes from being lost; in general political behavior, this 
entails influencing others and the course of events in the organization to safeguard their self-interests, 
meet their demands, and achieve their own aims (sinha, 2008). the reward system impacts employees’ 
political behavior (Khan & hussain, 2022).

studies identified POP as a crucial mediator in the relationship between ethical leadership and out-
comes and emphasized that each person’s experience with this relationship will be different. they con-
tend that these linkages are moderated by political skill because those who possess it can comprehend 
and influence their surroundings, which reduces the adverse effects of POP that are typically observed 
(Kacmar et  al., 2013). Finally, it has been demonstrated that ethical leadership enhances organizations; 
however, these positives may only materialize once POP is reduced (Brown & treviño, 2006). these find-
ings offer theoretical and empirical evidence for POP’s role as a mediator of the linkages between ethical 
leadership and organizational performance and political skill’s role as a moderator of these relationships 
(Kacmar et  al., 2013).

the literature on ethical leadership, POP, and organizational performance is valuable in understanding 
the complex relationships between these variables. however, it is still in its early development stages, 
and most existing literature focuses on the private sector, ignoring the public sector, specifically in the 
somali context. additionally, it is essential to consider the context in which these studies were con-
ducted when interpreting their findings. Most studies have been conducted in healthcare, education, 
financial services, and manufacturing, but only some have examined public institutions. therefore, by 
filling this gap, we hypothesize the following:

H3: Perceived organizational politics mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and public sector organi-
zational performance.

2.4.  Ethical leadership, organizational social capital and organizational performance

social capital is a term used to describe a type of resource that represents the social relations of an 
organization and is made possible by the degree of information sharing, mutual trust, and goal-oriented 
group thinking among its members (De leon & tubay, 2020). although social capital has been shown 
to impact organizations in a growing number of studies positively (andrews, 2010), little empirical 
evidence has been found on how social capital can be created within organizations (Pastoriza & ariño, 
2013). however, none of these studies examined how organizational social capital may moderate the 
relationship between ethical leadership and organizational performance, which makes this study unique.

some studies conceptualize social capital as structural, relational, and cognitive, and organizational 
performance is measured in terms of effectiveness, responsiveness, equity, and efficiency. For instance, 
andrews (2010) revealed that the cognitive and relational aspects of organizational social capital are 
positively associated with performance in the public sector. to him, the structural elements of organiza-
tional social capital are unrelated to performance, and organizational structure (such as decentralization 
and specialization within the organization) moderates the relationship between social capital and public 
sector performance. therefore, the ethical leadership of supervisors significantly impacts the social capi-
tal’s dimensions of structural, relational, and cognitive (Pastoriza & ariño, 2013).

in this study, we extend Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory to make the case that workers might 
pick up on standards of proper conduct by watching the behavior of role models. social learning theory 
postulates that humans have a social nature and the ability to learn virtues that will make them better 
people and enable them to advance in life (Brown et  al., 2005).

however, the linkages between social capital and organizational performance in the public sector may 
vary depending on the type of government agency (hofstede, 2001). Previous theoretical work has 
emphasized the link between ethical leadership and social capital (Pastoriza & ariño, 2013). these studies 
argue that when leaders create standards of ethical behavior, they help employees learn to be motivated 
by the well-being of others and the organization. When executives lead with ethical leadership, they can 
give their team members a sense of belonging to more than just a contractual or financial arrangement 
with the organization (Brown et  al., 2005; Brown & treviño, 2006). to the best of the authors’ knowledge, 
no previous study explored the moderation role of organizational social capital in the relationship 
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between ethical leadership and public sector organizational performance. therefore, we hypothesized the 
following hypothesis:

H4. Organizational social capital positively moderates the relationship between ethical leadership and organiza-
tional performance such that the relationship will be stronger with a higher value of organizational social capital.

this theoretical model was established based on the lacuna and evidence found in the existing liter-
ature, specifically in the public sector in the context of somalia (Figure 1).

3.  Methods

3.1.  Population, sample, and procedure

to empirically test the predicted model, the target population of this study was the employees of 
public sector institutions in somalia at both federal and state levels of government. a quantitative 
design was used to examine the impact of ethical leadership (el) on public sector organizational per-
formance (OP) via the underlying mechanisms of corporate social responsibility (csR) and perceived 
organizational politics (POP), as well as the moderating role of organizational social capital (Osc). 
Mediation and moderation analyses are prevalent in social science and management research (aguinis 
et  al., 2017). these analytical approaches play a crucial role in understanding the mechanisms through 
which causal effects operate (mediation) and exploring the conditions or contingencies of an effect 
(moderation) (aguinis et  al., 2017). since the private sector has been widely studied, this study only 
focused on public sector institutions and their employees. the rationale for focusing on the directors 
and officers is that they are immersed in the operational aspects of public sector practices and are 
also most suited to evaluate senior leadership and organizational performance. top civil servants in 
the national ministries, regional ministerial, directorates, departmental directorates, and executive 
agencies were surveyed.

a convenience sampling strategy was used to recruit participants. We contacted director generals 
from various federal and state ministries who permitted us to collect data from employees within their 
respective departments. We used a cross-sectional study design to collect data using an online google 
Forms survey with hyperlinks. all survey questions were marked as “required” to minimize the likeli-
hood of missing data. Furthermore, the survey was accompanied by a cover letter describing the 
study’s objectives, ensuring respondents’ anonymity and confidentiality, and inviting voluntary partici-
pation. these elements served to obtain informed consent from participants. additionally, the partici-
pants were given the researcher’s contact information in the cover letter to ask relevant questions.

Researchers conducted a pilot test before gathering actual data from the target population to ensure 
that the survey items met the minimum psychometric standards. the survey items were tested with  

Figure 1. theoretical model.
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30 public sector employees to check their appropriateness, clarity, and reliability. all respondents reported 
that they found the survey questions understandable and that no modifications were necessary. as a 
result, we used the original adopted questionnaires without any changes. Finally, we evaluated the reli-
ability of all items using cronbach’s alpha (α), and the overall survey questions showed a value of over 
0.70, which is acceptable, according to hair et  al. (2022).

after ensuring the clarity and appropriateness of the survey questions, researchers distributed 450 
questionnaires to the ministry director generals via Whatsapp, Facebook, and email. these director 
generals then forwarded the questionnaires to their departmental staff. to boost the response rate, 
two reminders were sent to the study participants. the first reminder was sent a week after the initial 
distribution, followed by a final reminder in the third week. these reminders were communicated 
through various channels such as Whatsapp groups, emails, and weekly departmental briefings. 
Regarding the sample size determination, the study utilized structural equation modeling (seM) anal-
ysis. Daniel soper’s (2023) free statistical sample size calculator for the seM was used to establish an 
adequate sample size for this study. the calculator determined the necessary sample size for the study 
using seM. the anticipated effect size employed in this study was 0.25 (medium) effect size. a statis-
tical power level of 0.8 and a desired probability level 0.05 were used. the model includes five (5) 
latent variables and twenty-nine (29) observable variables. the results indicated a recommended min-
imum sample size of 229 participants. therefore, the sample size of this study surpassed the minimum 
required sample size threshold. We received 292 out of 450 responses, achieving a response rate of 
64.8%. after checking the filled-out responses received from the respondents via google Forms, it was 
determined that there were no issues with missing values or outliers. therefore, the final sample size 
of 292 responses was used in the analysis. the data collection process began on 16 December 2022, 
and ended on 10 January 2023.

3.2.  Demographic characteristics of the participants

the study showed that 90.4% were males and 9.6% females. Regarding the age range, 64.7% were 
between 26 and 35 years old, and 15.8% were between 18 and 25. in terms of experience, 37.3% had 
4–6 years of experience, 33.2% had 1–3 years of experience, and 61 (20.9%) had 7–9 years of experi-
ence. Regarding education qualifications, most participants had a bachelor’s degree, 49.70%, 43.20% 
had a master’s degree, and 3.10% had completed high school. Finally, 63.70% were married, and 104 
(35.60%) were single. table 1 depicts a complete demographic profile of the participants.

Table 1. sample frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation (N = 292).
Demographic variables Frequency Percentage Mean sD

Gender 1.10 0.295
Male 264 90.40
Female 28 9.60
Age 2.08 0.704
18–25 46 15.80
26–35 189 64.70
36–45 46 15.80
46–55 9 3.10
46–55 2 0.70
Experience in years 2.05 0.940
1–3 97 33.20
4–6 109 37.30
7–9 61 20.90
above 9 25 8.60
Qualification 3.36 0.706
High school 9 3.10
Diploma 9 3.10
Bachelor 145 49.70
Master 126 43.20
PhD 3 1.00
Marital status 1.65 0.492
single 104 35.60
Married 186 63.70
Divorced 2 0.70
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3.3.  Measures of the study

a survey consisting of 29 items was used to collect data from the study participants. all items in this 
study were measured on a five-point likert scale, with responses coded 1 = “strongly disagree” and 5 = 
“strongly agree.”

Ethical leadership (EL): We measured el with a six-item scale adapted from Brown et  al. (2005). the 
scale item examples are “Our supervisor conducts his or her personal life ethically,” “Our supervisor has 
the best interests of citizens in mind,” and “Our supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethical 
standards.” Organizational Performance (OP): OP was measured with a seven-item scale developed by 
Brewer and selden (2000). the scale includes items that reflect the organization’s performance based on 
internal and external factors. sample items are “the work performed by my work unit provides the pub-
lic with a worthwhile return on their tax dollars,” “in the past two years, the productivity of my work unit 
has improved,” and “People in my organization have a strong team spirit.” Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR): a six-item scale created by lee et  al. (2012) was used to assess csR. sample items are “Our orga-
nization has a procedure for responding to every citizen’s complaint,” “top leadership monitors the 
potential negative impacts of our activities in our community,” and “Our organization tries to contribute 
toward bettering the local community.” Perceived Organizational Politics (POP): a five-item scale 
adapted from Vigoda-gadot & Meisler (2010) was used to measure POP. examples of items are “Favoritism 
rather than merit determines who gets ahead around here,” “Promotions in this organization generally go 
to top performers,” and “People in this organization attempt to build themselves up by tearing others 
down.” Organizational Social Capital (OSC): We used a five-item scale adapted from andrews and 
Mostafa (2019) to measure the Osc. a sample of items includes “People in my organization share the 
same ambitions and vision for the organization,” “People in my organization enthusiastically pursue col-
lective goals and missions,” and “People in my organization engage in open and honest communication 
with one another.”

4.  Results

the study used smartPls software version 4 to analyze the data and test the proposed study model 
using Partial least square structural equation Modeling (Pls-seM), a variance-based method (Ringle 
et  al., 2015). the method of Pls-seM is suitable for intricate models that comprise multiple constructs, 
with no requirement for making assumptions about the distribution of the data.

4.1.  Measurement model assessment

When using Pls-seM, the first step is to evaluate the measurement model. the measurement model 
assessment comprises indicator reliability, internal consistency reliability, and validity (both convergent 
and discriminant). all indicators’ loadings surpassed the recommended cut-off of 0.708, except POP1, 
which was removed from the analysis due to very low loadings, and POP3 and POP5, which were 
retained since their deletion may affect the content validity. cronbach’s alpha (α) and composite reliabil-
ity (cR) were used to establish the construct’s internal consistency reliability. table 2 shows the latent 
variables’ reliability and convergent validity. the cronbach’s alpha (α) scores for each construct and the 
cR values were higher than the recommended threshold of 0.70. the average variance extracted (aVe) is 
used to measure convergent validity. the aVe values exceed the suggested threshold of 0.50 (table 2). 
the constructs’ discriminant validity was evaluated using the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (htMt) criterion 
(henseler et  al., 2015). table 3 shows that all values are under the suggested threshold of 0.90. therefore, 
discriminant validity has been validated.

4.2  Structural model evaluation

the second step of Pls-seM is to test the structural model after confirming the validity and reliability 
of the measurement model (henseler et  al., 2015). the first stage in testing the structural model is 
determining multicollinearity via the variance inflation factor (ViF). there are no problems with 
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multicollinearity because all the ViF values (table 2) fall below the recommended cutoff of 5 (hair 
et  al., 2022).

the second step is to test the proposed study hypotheses using bootstrapping procedures with 10,000 
sub-samples. First, the researchers examined the direct effects by testing the hypotheses that el predicts 
OP and that el also predicts the mediating variables of POP and csR. second, the researchers tested the 
hypotheses that POP and csR predict the OP. then, the study looked at indirect effects to test the 
hypotheses that POP and csR mediated the relationship between el and OP. Finally, researchers exam-
ined how Osc moderated the relationship between el and OP. as the results in table 4 show, el is 
positively and significantly associated with OP (β = 0.162, t = 2.500, p = .006), with csR (β = 0.772, t = 30.615, 
p < .001), and with POP (β = 0.616, t = 16.648, p < .001). hence h1, h2, and h3 were supported. similarly, 
POP is positively and significantly associated with OP (β = 0.162, t = 3.300, p < .001). hence, h4 is sup-
ported. however, csR has a positive but insignificant impact on OP (β = 0.078, t = 1.177, p = .120). thus, 
h5 was not supported (Figure 2).

Table 2. outer loadings, validity, reliability, and collinearity (ViF).
Construct indicator outer loadings α CR aVe ViF

CsR CsR1 0.789 1.997
CsR2 0.851 2.506
CsR3 0.824 0.903 0.925 0.674 2.304
CsR4 0.851 2.574
CsR5 0.782 1.912
CsR6 0.827 2.288

eL eL1 0.755 1.872
eL2 0.816 2.215
eL3 0.853 0.894 0.919 0.655 2.540
eL4 0.825 2.257
eL5 0.763 1.819
eL6 0.839 2.341

oP oP1 0.805 2.420
oP2 0.831 2.563
oP3 0.783 2.045
oP4 0.606 0.897 0.919 0.622 1.388
oP5 0.848 2.704
oP6 0.842 2.645
oP7 0.780 1.945

osC osC1 0.846 2.465
osC2 0.845 2.472
osC3 0.883 0.919 0.939 0.756 3.062
osC4 0.895 3.232
osC5 0.877 2.797

PoP PoP2 0.875 1.612
PoP3 0.545 0.703 0.791 0.504 1.369
PoP4 0.861 1.679
PoP5 0.462 1.348

α = Cronbach’s alpha, CR = composite reliability, aVe = average variance extracted, ViF = variance inflation factor, CsR = corporate social respon-
sibility, eL = ethical leadership, oP = organizational performance, osC = organizational social capital, PoP = perceived organizational politics.

Table 3. Discriminant validity – HtMt criterion.
Construct  CsR eL oP osC PoP osC × eL

CsR
eL 0.858
oP 0.780 0.757
osC 0.831 0.758 0.863
PoP 0.693 0.622 0.707 0.644
osC × eL 0.110 0.166 0.113 0.073 0.150

Table 4. Direct relationships.
Hypothesis β t p Result

H1: eL → oP 0.162 2.500 .006 supported
H2: eL → CsR 0.772 30.615 .000 supported
H3: eL → PoP 0.616 16.648 .000 supported
H4: PoP → oP 0.162 3.300 .000 supported
H5: CsR → oP 0.078 1.177 .120 not supported
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4.3.  Mediation analysis

the mediation analysis was conducted to determine the mediating role of POP in the relationship 
between el and OP. the results (see table 5) revealed that el had a significant and positive indirect 
impact on OP via POP (β = 0.101, t = 3.336, p < .001). the total effect of el on OP was significant (β = 0.323, 
t = 5.212, p < .001). this shows a partial mediating role of POP in the relationship between el and OP. 
therefore, h6 was supported. the indirect effects of csR on the relationship of el and OP were positive 
but insignificant (β = 0.061, t = 1.152, p = .125), which shows no mediation in the model. thus, h7 was not 
supported.

the model’s prediction power was evaluated using the coefficient of the determinant (R2). the results 
show that el, csR, and POP explained 68.3% of the variation in OP. however, 59.6% of the change in 
csR is explained by el, and 38.0% of the variation in POP is accounted for by el (table 6). the 
researcher also assessed the constructs’ predictive relevance (Q2). table 6 shows that the Q2 values for 
the cRs, POP, and OP endogenous constructs were higher than zero. hence, the model has predictive 
relevance.

Figure 2. structural model.

Table 5. Mediation analysis.

total effect β t p
specific indirect 

effect β t p Result

0.323 5.212 .001 H6: eL → PoP 
→ oP

0.101 3.336 .000 supported

H7: eL → CsR 
→ oP

0.061 1.152 .125 not supported

note. Relationships are significant at p < .05, β = standardized beta coefficient.

Table 6. Model’s predictive power.
R2 Q2

CsR 0.596 0.593
oP 0.683 0.646
PoP 0.380 0.371
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4.4.  Moderation analysis

the study assessed the moderating role of Osc on the relationship between el and OP. Without includ-
ing the moderation effect (Osc × el), the value of R2 for OP was 0.580. this indicates that el, csR, and 
POP explain 58% of the variation in OP. When adding the interaction term, the value of R2 increased to 
68.3%. this means an increase of 10.3% in the change explained in the endogenous construct.

Furthermore, the significance of the moderating effect was assessed, and the results showed a nega-
tive but insignificant impact of Osc on the relationship between el and OP (β = −0.019, t = 0.444, 
p = .329). therefore, h8 was not supported. this means that with the change in Osc, the relationship 
between el and OP does not change (table 7). Finally, the f2 effect size was 0.001. according to cohen’s 
(1988) suggestion, moderation’s small, medium, and large effect sizes are 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35, respec-
tively. therefore, there is a negligible or small but insignificant moderating effect.

5.  Discussion

the present study examined the impact of el on OP in the public sector via the underlying mechanisms 
of POP and csR. Furthermore, the study also investigated the moderating role of Osc on the relationship 
between el and OP. as expected, this study found that el positively and significantly affects the OP in 
public sector institutions. this result aligns with the previous studies (alkhadra et  al., 2022; Pirzada et  al., 
2023; abdi & hashi, 2023; arab, 2023; lubis, 2023; sanchez-Famoso et  al., 2023). in line with our results, 
Kamalakannan (2021) reported that ethical leadership dimensions positively and significantly influence 
organizational performance. the study’s findings support social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and social 
exchange theory (Blau, 1986). according to social learning theory, employees can learn from and aspire to 
ethical leadership, ultimately improving organizational performance. according to social exchange theory, 
moral leadership creates a climate of fairness, reciprocity, and positive social interactions, encouraging 
employees to do their best work. this, in turn, improves organizational performance.

this result suggests that ethical leadership behaviors make public sector organizations perform better. 
the significance of this result is crucial in the public sector, where leaders make decisions that impact 
the well-being of communities and the general public. By acting ethically, leaders can gain the trust and 
respect of their employees, which can help improve the organization’s performance. el could promote 
an honest, ethical climate and an accountable and transparent culture that can significantly enhance 
public sector OP in countries like somalia. this results in better decision-making, more satisfied and 
productive workers, more public trust, less corruption, and better service delivery. el in somalia may 
help the country to overcome corruption, weak governance, and resource constraints by prioritizing an 
open and ethical environment, fair distribution of funds, employee empowerment and participation, 
citizen-centered service delivery, and robust anti-corruption measures.

Furthermore, in line with previous studies (Pirzada et  al., 2023; alkhadra et  al., 2022; Pasricha et  al., 
2018; tourigny et  al., 2019), the study found that el is positively and significantly associated with csR. 
this result shows that el is necessary if public sector institutions want to promote csR. Public sector 
organizations in somalia can help build a more honest and responsible society by promoting ethical 
leadership practices in their institutions. this result suggests that el may enhance csR in somali public 
sector organizations by integrating ethical principles into decision-making and encouraging a culture of 
sensitivity to how decisions and actions affect the environment. el encourages employees to adopt csR 
efforts, encourages active participation in community development projects, and supports sustainable 
practices. el cultivates a work environment that values social responsibility and drives positive societal 
change through role modeling and establishing clear csR guidelines.

Moreover, the study revealed that el positively and significantly impacted POP. this finding backs up 
the result of Jamshed et  al. (2022), who found a positive and significant relationship between el and 
POP. this finding suggests that el can help create a more positive and productive work environment by 

Table 7. Moderation analysis.
Hypothesis β t p Result

osC × eL → oP −0.019 0.444 .329 not supported
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reducing the harmful effects of politics in the workplace. however, these findings contradict recent asser-
tions that reported a negative and significant relationship between el and POP (hyusein & eyupoglu, 
2022; Kacmar et  al., 2013; lee et  al., 2021). Because these findings contradict and confirm earlier research 
results, more research on the relationship between ethical leadership and perceived organizational poli-
tics will be required in future studies.

additionally, the study found that POP had a direct significant positive impact on OP. the result sug-
gests that managing the perception of politics within an organization is crucial for improving organiza-
tional performance. a positive perception of politics can lead to a more engaged workforce and better 
communication, ultimately contributing to better performance. this result contradicts a recent previous 
study that revealed perceived organizational politics negatively and significantly affected organizational 
performance (cheong & Kim, 2022). therefore, this result signals the need for more research in the future 
to explore the complexity of perceived organizational politics and how it impacts organizational perfor-
mance by considering the specific context and type of politics being used.

Finally, the study uncovered a positive but insignificant impact of csR on OP. this result agrees with 
the previous study that reported that csR has a positive but insignificant impact on OP (Mehralian et  al., 
2016). nevertheless, a plethora of prior recent studies reported that csR is positively and significantly 
associated with OP (alkhadra et  al., 2022; latif et  al., 2020). this finding suggests that while csR efforts 
may positively affect an organization’s performance, it may not be the determining factor. Future study 
is required to understand the relationship between csR and organizational performance more fully and 
to determine the conditions under which csR is most reasonable to impact organizational performance 
significantly.

next, the study examined the mediating roles of POP and csR in the relationship between el and OP. 
First, the findings (table 5) revealed that POP partially mediates the relationship between el and OP. 
Despite a significant gap in the literature on the effect of el in the public sector, the private sector lit-
erature revealed that POP plays a mediating role in the relationship between el and organizational out-
come (hyusein & eyupoglu, 2022). Jamshed et  al. (2022) reported that perceived organizational politics 
had a partially significant mediating role in the relationship between ethical leadership and 
performance.

Furthermore, the study assessed the mediating role of csR on the relationship between el and OP. 
the findings (table 5) depict that csR does not mediate the relationship between el and OP. this result 
contradicts the prior studies that confirmed that csR partially mediates the relationship between el and 
OP (alkhadra et  al., 2022; Kim & thapa, 2018). this current study was conducted in government institu-
tions, so its findings may differ from those of similar studies done in the private sector context. 
consequently, this result indicates the need for future research to produce conclusive findings regarding 
the mediating role of csR in the relationship between el and OP.

Finally, the study assessed the moderating role of Osc in the relationship between el and OP. the 
result (table 7) showed a negative but insignificant moderating effect of Osc on the relationship between 
el and OP. Despite the paucity of literature on the moderating role of Osc in the relationship between 
el and OP, that new study reported that social capital does not moderate the relationship between csR 
and performance.

6.  Conclusion

in conclusion, this study demonstrates the positive impact of ethical leadership on the performance of 
public sector institutions in somalia. it also establishes clear positive relationships between ethical lead-
ership, corporate social responsibility, and perceived organizational politics. the findings indicate that 
perceived organizational politics positively mediates ethical leadership and public sector organizational 
performance. interestingly, corporate social responsibility did not directly mediate the ethical 
leadership-performance relationship. the study also found the insignificant moderating role of organiza-
tional social capital in the relationship between ethical leadership and organizational performance, sug-
gesting the potential for further research to understand its influence in the specific context of somalia’s 
public sector. Our results contribute to social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) by illustrating how ethical 
leadership creates an environment where employees observe and imitate ethical behavior, thus 
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enhancing corporate social responsibility practices and organizational politics, ultimately improving orga-
nizational performance. Furthermore, the study supports social exchange theory (Blau, 1986) by high-
lighting the positive effects of both ethical leadership and organizational politics on performance, 
indicating a reciprocal exchange of trust, fairness, and influence within the organization.

7.  Theoretical and practical implication

several theoretical and practical implications stem from this study. Regarding theoretical implications, it 
has added to the body of knowledge on csR, el, POP, Osc, and OP in public sector institutions. also, 
this study differs significantly from earlier research that merely focused on the private sector. Public-sector 
ethical leadership goes beyond profits. Unlike the private sector, public-sector leaders prioritize societal 
well-being and navigate complex political landscapes. this necessitates a strong focus on transparency, 
trust building, and citizen engagement to ensure ethical decision-making and effective service delivery. 
this study will benefit academics, researchers, philanthropists, managers of public sector organizations, 
services-based organizations, practitioners, and policymakers interested in organizational performance. 
the findings of this study will also serve as a manual for civil servants, government leaders, philanthro-
pists, and managers of service-based organizations in somalia who wish to improve their performance. 
they can achieve, and will inevitably do, the highest degree of organizational performance in the public 
sector if they adhere to the ethical leadership approach and prioritize csR initiatives and organizational 
social capital. Researchers in upcoming studies can also cite the findings. Researchers and practitioners 
in the public sector would benefit from this to effectively concentrate their efforts on csR and ethical 
leadership. the study will also contribute to the body of knowledge regarding the use of csR, ethical 
leadership, perceived organizational politics, and organizational social capital in the public sector. it will 
help in understanding ethical leadership’s influence on institutions in the public sector, a subject that is 
rarely researched.

Moreover, scholars can utilize the findings of this study to build novel ideas and frameworks about 
el, csR, POP, Osc and public sector OP. Policymakers can employ the findings from this study to enhance 
the formulation of policies and programs that foster ethical leadership and promote corporate social 
responsibility within the public sector to foster organizational performance. Managers can utilize the 
findings to develop their ethical leadership practices and undertake corporate social responsibility pro-
grams that contribute to improving organizational performance. to the authors’ knowledge, this study is 
the first to delve into the intricate relationship between el and public sector OP in somalia via the 
underlying mechanisms of POP, csR, and the moderating role of Osc within a unified theoretical frame-
work. this study sets itself apart from prior research on ethical leadership and organizational perfor-
mance, which has predominantly focused on the private sector. this study significantly contributes to the 
existing literature by examining the public sector context.

8.  Limitation and future research direction

While our research appears to have theoretical and practical applications and substantially contrib-
utes to the literature on el, csR, POP, Osc, and OP, it is nevertheless subject to the following limita-
tions. First, there are myriad leadership styles; the study, however, only considered the ethical style. 
in relation to that, future research might consider other leadership styles, such as transformational, 
islamic, and responsible leadership. second, our study’s participants included managers and employ-
ees from the public sector. Further study is necessary to replicate our research utilizing managers 
and employees from the private sector. Using quantitative analysis techniques only is the third lim-
itation. although this is a unique study in somalia, future research may employ mixed or qualitative 
methods to gather in-depth data on ethical leadership and public sector organizational performance. 
as a result of our study’s early empirical evidence on the overlooked mediating roles of csR and 
perceived organizational politics, as well as the moderating role of organizational social capital, it is 
advised that future research use a mixed-methods research design and retest the suggested research 
model in order to deduce causal relationships between study variables and validate our findings. 
Fourth, to test the hypothesized research model, we took a sample of about 292 managers and 
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workers from somalia’s public sector institutions. the generalizability of the results to other sectors 
and countries may be questioned, given the limited scope of the research in one sector and one 
country. Future studies may use a cross-industry and cross-cultural sample to understand further the 
links indicated, improve the application of the findings, and develop more rigorous practical implica-
tions. consequently, we concluded that csR and perceived organizational politics mediation and 
organizational social capital moderation may not be the only mediation and moderation mechanisms 
that may effectively convey the impact of ethical leadership on organizational performance in the 
public sector.
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