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Leadership Behaviours of Line Managers:
Narratives of Followers at a South African Public
Department
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This study sought the narratives of followers on the leadership behaviours of line
managers at a South African public department. The study used an exploratory
qualitative research approach to explore the narratives of followers at the case South
African public department. Data from ten participants who had worked for the South
African public department for at least one year were gathered using face to face,
semi-structured interviews. The study found that line managers at the South African
public department behave both ethically and unethically. Ethical leadership
behaviours identified by research participants include people oriented and role
clarification. Conversely, dishonesty, nepotism, inconsistent behaviour and
unfairness were identified by research participants as unethical leadership
behaviours that are also common among managers at the case South African public
department. Line managers at the case South African public department are
generally encouraged to provide moral advice to their followers, whilst being guided
by moral principles of fairness and honesty. The current study recommends that the
South African public department should implement necessary mechanisms to
eradicate identified unethical behaviours exhibited by managers at the case South
African public department.
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1. Introduction

Due to ethical transgressions like corruption, bribery, and embezzlement scandals, leaders at
significant organisations have come under investigation (Hassan et al., 2023; Veetikazhi et al., 2022; Hosain,
2019; Benlahcene et al., 2022; Susser et al., 2019). These unethical behaviours have dominated global news,
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forcing experts to become interested in examining leadership behaviours (Almeida et al., 2022; Mitonga-
Monga and Flotman, 2017; Gan et al., 2020; Fehr et al., 2020; Ahmad et al., 2021; Sam, 2021). The capacity
to differentiate between right and wrong while being guided by principles, values, and beliefs is regarded as
ethical leadership behaviours (Pandey et al., 2022; Alshammari et al., 2015). Additionally, Mitonga-Monga
(2020) argues that ethical leaders have a responsibility to exhibit honesty, fairness, respect, transparency, and
democratic interaction. The South African government implemented several policies to curb unethical
behaviour and immoral governance within government departments in response to widespread concern about
corruption and abuse of office immoralities (Ndlovu, 2021; Lekubu et al., 2021; Ogunyemi et al., 2022). The
Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities, Act 12 of 2004, was created to curb unethical leadership
behaviours (Mbandlwa et al., 2020). As independent organisations, the Public Protector and the Hawks both
contribute significantly to the fight against, and condemnation of, corruption (Bruce, 2020; Georgieva and
Krsteski, 2017). Despite the South African government’s efforts to curb unethical leadership behaviours,
earlier research reveals that bribery, fraud, improper handling of public funds and resources, and irregular
procurement practices are widespread in the country’s public sector (Mlambo et al., 2020; Mathiba, 2020;
Fourie and Malan, 2020; Bowen et al., 2019; Maile and Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2022; Ngcamu and Mantzaris,
2023). South Africa received a score of 45 out of 100 in 2016 on the corruption perception index (Georgieva
and Krsteski, 2017), which, according to Alqudah (2017), was not favourable.

Corruption is thought to have started in several South African government departments as a result of
unethical leadership behaviours (Bashir and Hassan, 2020; Maile and Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2022; Dorasamy,
2021). It is also known that some government employees, who serve in public offices in South Africa, misused
resources that were intended to combat the COVID-19 pandemic (Anessi-Pessina et al., 2020). Furthermore,
Anessi-Pessina et al. (2020) state that some public officials upgraded themselves by diverting funds that were
meant to fight the COVID-19 virus, making it impossible for the nation to contain the infection (Mlambo and
Masuku, 2020). Similar to this, Mkhize (2020) claims that leaders’ continued corruption and unethical
behaviours have a bad effect on the entire nation. A startling R125 million South African scandal involving
COVID-19 PPE tenders was revealed by Makhubele (2020). Over 90 organisations obliged to provide PPEs
to the general public are being investigated for unethical business behaviours as a result of the afore-mentioned
issue (Makhubele, 2020). These unethical actions and controversies have hurt the South African public
department’s reputation and viability, which impacted performance and service delivery negatively (Georgieva
and Krsteski, 2021; Maile and Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2022; Ngcamu an Mantzaris, 2023). Despite the
government’s efforts to eradicate unethical practices in public departments, shocking cases of corruption and
abuse of public offices are still emerging in South Africa, which is worrisome (Mlambo et al., 2020; Maile and
Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2022; Ngcamu and Mantzaris, 2023). Exploring leadership behaviours of line managers
at a South African public department may assist to implement specific counter-measures to eradicate unethical
leadership behaviours. The study’s question is classified as follows: What are the leadership behaviours of
managers?

2. Literature Review

This study is guided by the social learning theory and leader-member exchange theory.

2.1. Social Learning Theory

The social learning theory has been used to understand how leaders influence followers through a
modelling and identification process (Bandura, 1977). Social learning theory assumes that workers learn by
observing their leaders’ behaviour and its consequences (Bandura, 1977). Employees are inclined to mimic
the unethical behavior of leaders because they create a context that supports parallel deviance (Kemper, 1966).
The theory also postulates that an organisation’s response to its employees’ unethical behavior influences
ethical behaviour (Brown, 2017; Kretchmar, 2021). In addition, Kretchmar (2021) mentions that employees
are likely to emulate leaders’ behaviours; hence they are encouraged to exhibit ethical behaviours in the
organisation consistently (Kretchmar, 2021). Social learning theory is, therefore, used to teach ethical
behaviours, encourage desired actions, and facilitate social change (Cherry, 2021).
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2.2. Leader-Member Exchange Theory (LMX)

The social exchange between leaders and followers is the foundation of the LMX theory (Masterson,
Lewis, Goldman and Taylor, 2000). Because it emphasises the traits and behaviours of people as they interact
with one another, LMX is recognised as an entity theory (Dachler & Hosking, 1995). Graen and Uhl-Bien
(1995) aver that the central concept of the LMX theory is that leadership occurs when leaders and followers
are able to develop effective relationships that result in incremental influence. The quality of LMX
relationships can range from low to high. Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) state that low-quality exchanges are
characterised by formal role behaviors and low levels of trust, support, and rewards, whereas high-quality
exchanges are characterized by high levels of trust, cooperation, and support.

2.3. LMX and Leadership Behaviour

Rahmat (2022) argues that ethical leadership behaviours result in high-LMX with followers. Leaders
who are fair-minded, trustworthy, and honest are regarded as being people-oriented (Jordans et al., 2020;
Schulte and Imhof, 2022; Brown et al., 2015). As a result, employees support one another emotionally and
reciprocally, whilst developing a devoted attitude towards their leaders (Schulte & Imhof, 2022). This
beneficial social interaction results in high-LMX (Erdogan, Liden, and Kraimer, 2006; Wayne et al., 2002).
There is no doubt that ethical leaders are more likely to build LMX-high bonds with their followers (Schulte
and Imhof, 2022). By contrast, unethical leadership imperils LMX since it goes against the cornerstones of
social exchange (Mitonga-Monga, 2020; Wang et al., 2019; Estel et al., 2019). It is well known that unethical
leaders are dishonest, cunning, cruel, and narcissistic (Mitonga-Monga, 2020; Brown and Mitchell, 2010).
Because of the afore-mentioned immoral actions, employees are forced to perceive their bosses as being
unethical and self-centered (Schulte and Imhof, 2022; Ashforth and Anand, 2021). Low LMX is, therefore,
caused by unethical behaviours that are at odds with moral principles and standards (Schulte and Imhof, 2022;
Mitonga-Monga, 2020; Brown and Mitchell, 2018).

2.4. Ethical Leadership

Brown et al. (2005) claim that ethical leadership involves modelling right behaviour through one’s
behaviors and interpersonal interactions, whilst encouraging followers to do the same through two-way
communication, empowerment, and decision-making. Ethical leadership can be examined from the
perspectives of a moral person and a moral manager (Den Hartog, 2015; Trevio et al., 2000). The moral person
dimension considers an ethical leader’s personal moral principles, conduct, and interpersonal traits (Brown et
al., 2005). Moral people exhibit virtues like honesty, friendliness, and dependability (Den Hartog, 2015).
According to Trevio et al. (2000), moral people are also known for being fair and principled, both inprivate
and in the workplace. The moral manager dimension considers ways in which leaders exert influence and
power to encourage moral behaviour. Moral managers are renowned for setting high standards for ethical
behaviours at work and for serving as role models (Kaptein, 2019). Simply said, moral managers uphold moral
principles, honour moral behaviour, and impose consequences on non-compliant employees. To accomplish
the above, moral managers modify their behaviour to conform to moral norms (Trevio, Brown, and Hartman,
2003). Kalshoven et al. (2011) found seven elements of ethical leadership behaviours in their study, which
include fairness, power-sharing, role clarity, people-orientation, concern for sustainability, ethical advice, and
integrity. Fairness considers how managers handle their staff in an honest and impartial manner while making
judgments (Wang et al., 2017). Role clarification is defined as the behaviour of an ethical leader to speak
honestly and formally while outlining responsibilities, goals, and performance criteria (Kalshoven et al., 2011).
People-oriented leaders show concern for subordinates primarily, including caring for and supporting them,
and upholding moral standards through rewards and punishment (Kim and Nadeem, 2019). According to
recent research, ethical leadership is linked favorably to job happiness, organisational commitment, and leader
satisfaction (Brown et al., 2005).

2.5. Unethical Leadership

Hassan et al., (2023) defines unethical behavior as acting in a way that is morally improper for the
greater community. According to Brown and Mitchell (2010), unethical leadership consists of behaviours by
leaders that are inconsistent with morality and decisions that impose rules and regulations that encourage
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followers to act unethically. Researchers have identified unethical leadership traits as egotism, corruption,
abuse, violence, purposeful disruption of an organisation’s operations, retaliation, and leaving others behind
(Lasakova and Remisova, 2015; Ruiz-Palomino and Linuesa-Langreo, 2018). Tyranny, toxic leadership, and
abusive supervision were all named by Liu, Liao, and Loi (2012) as being unethical leadership behaviours. It
is important to note that unethical leadership behaviours can disrupt organisational and employee performance
(Schilling, 2009; Tepper et al., 2006).

3. Research Methodology
3.1. Research Approach

This study used the qualitative research approach to explore the narratives of followers on the leadership
behaviours of line managers at a South African public department. Creswell (2014) defines qualitative research
as an inquiry used to understand social and human problems by using words and detailed accounts of
informants in a natural setting. Saunders et al. (2019) argue that the qualitative research approach enables the
researcher to consider those who partake in the research as participants and not merely as respondents. The
study adopted the qualitative research approach because it helps researchers to explore the narratives of
followers on leadership behaviours of line managers at a South African public department.

3.2. Sampling and Profiles of Research Participants

Harland (2014) states that sample sizes for case studies are usually between 1 and 25. The researchers
reached data saturation after conducting ten interviews. This, therefore, means that the researchers purposively
selected a total of ten participants. An eligibility criterion was based on participants aged between 18 and 65,
with at least one year of work at a South African public department.

The letter "F" was used to identify research participants who participated in the study. The research
participants’ profiles and interview length are summarized in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Participants’ profiles and interview length

No. | Pseudonyms | Age | Sex | Experience Highest | Interview time
Qualification
1 F1 23 | M | 2years Diploma 10mins
2 F2 33 | M | byears Bachelor’s 11mins
3 F3 29 | F lyear Bachelor’s degree | 12mins
4 F4 24 | F 4year Diploma 10mins
5 F5 33 |F 5 years Bachelor’s degree | 9mins
6 F6 34 | M | 4years Bachelor’s degree | 13mins
7 F7 30 |F 2years Bachelor’s degree | 12mins
8 F8 31 | M | 3years Bachelor’s degree | 10mins
9 F9 25 | F lyear Diploma 12mins
10 | F10 26 | F 3years Diploma 114mins

Source: Author’s fieldwork

Research participants’ highest qualifications, as stated in Table 1 above, include diplomas and
bachelor’s degrees. Only four research participants had Diploma certificates and six had bachelor’s degrees.
The participants had been employed by the case organisation for at least one year.

3.3. Data Analysis

Braun and Clarke (2006) define data analysis as the process of identifying, interpreting, and reporting
data patterns. The researchers were guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six stages of thematic analysis,
namely to become acquainted with the data, initial code generation, theme search, theme review, defining and
labelling themes, and producing a report. The researchers used NVivo 12 data analysis software to enhance
thematic data analysis.
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3.4. Ensuring Research Quality and Rigor and Ethical Consideration

According to Allen (2017), research rigor is the degree to which research methods are rigorously and
precisely followed during the study process. The researchers’ ensured quality and study rigour by applying
four aspects of research rigor, namely dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability. Credibility
was ensured through prolonged engagement with the participants, while transferability was maintained by
providing thick descriptions of the interviews. To ensure confirmability, the findings were interpreted
objectively, without the influence of researchers’ personal opinions.

Arifin (2018) states that researchers must apply appropriate ethical norms with the aim of protecting
human subjects. Researchers considered the following ethical considerations: participant anonymity,
confidentiality, and informed consent.

4. Findings and Discussion

The theme analysis resulted in two underlying themes and four sub-themes. The themes and sub-
themes are presented in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Themes and sub-themes
Theme Sub-themes
Ethical leadership behaviours -Fairness and honesty
-People-oriented
-Role clarity
-Moral advice
Unethical leadership behaviours -Nepotism
-Dishonesty
-Corruption
-Lack of concern for workers
Source: Author’s fieldwork

Table 2 above shows ethical and unethical leadership behaviours as the main themes of the study.
Subthemes that emerged under ethical leadership behaviours theme include fairness, people oriented, role
clarity and morale advice. Nepotism, dishonesty, corruption emerged under unethical leadership behaviours.

4.1. Fairness and Honesty

Most of the research participants admitted that line mangers at the case South African public
department are not honest and do not uphold the principle of fairness. Below are responses from F3 and F4 in
this regard. “Line managers are not fair and honest,; nepotism is the order of the day here” (F3).

“Unfortunately, there is no such thing like fairness and honest(y) here. The reality is favouritism,
although the ideal work culture would be that the manager should apply fairness” (F4).

The above quotes contradict Mitonga-Monga (2020), who argues that ethical leaders must display
honesty, fairness, respect and transparency. In addition, the above quotes oppose the sentiments of Wang et al.
(2017), who posit that fairness exemplifies how leaders employ honesty when engaging with their co-workers
and make decisions without bias. Contrarily, one participant indicated that line managers at the case South
African public department are honest and respect fair work practices. In this regard, F7, said: “Yes, they are
fair, honest and consistent” (F7).The above viewpoints are supported by Engelbrecht et al. (2017), who state
that ethical leaders are honest, reliable, truthful, and reasonably moral people. Trevio et al. (2000) concur,
saying that ethical leaders are also known for being fair and principled both in private and in the workplace.

4.2. Role Clarity

Kalshoven et al. (2011) postulate that role clarification requires that an ethical leader should
communicate effectively to clarify duties, objectives, and performance standards. Jena (2020) also argues that
job clarity allows workers to understand exactly what the organisation expects them to deliver. Wijnands
(2022) concurs, positing that leaders must clarify workers’ duties and roles to reduce role conflicts. He further
states that role clarity enables workers tounderstand their responsibilities, details of their jobs, work processes,
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and priorities. The above extant literature supports the sentiments of the overwhelming majority of the
participants. In this regard, F6 stated: “Yes, managers do explain to subordinates what is expected of them in
their roles. There are systems here that ensure that everyone understands what is expected of him or her”

(F6).

It is evident that line managers at the case organisation should clarify workers’ roles and establish
systems to ensure that employees are aware of what is expected of them and the outcomes that they are
expected to deliver. Regardless of the positive remarks shown above, a few participants indicated that line
managers do not have time to clarify workers’ roles. F1 has this to say: “When employees join this company,
they are expected to hit the ground running, workers end up being confused on what is expected of them.
Mangers do not have time to explain and clarify workers’ roles and duties” (F1).

4.3. People-Orientated

The term ‘people-oriented’ denotes concern for subordinates (Kim and Nadeem, 2019). Scholars argue
that person-oriented leaders maintain good relations with their employees. To be people-oriented, leaders need
to understand the importance of establishing a strong bond with the employee (Amabile et al., 2004). A study
by Robbins and Judge (2013) suggests that a person-oriented leadership style encourages leaders to form
mutual respect, trust, and confidence amongst their followers, whilst motivating and inspiring them to
accomplish the organisation’s strategic vision and mission. The above literature supports the following
responses from a majority of the participants. “Line managers have empathy and are concerned about
employee wellbeing” (F2).

“Line managers are people oriented and they are concerned about employee welfare. We have an
Employee Wellness Program Unit that addresses the well-being of employees here” (F8).

However, there were a few participants who indicated that line managers are not people-oriented. F9
has this to say: “They just expect you to work, and they are not bothered by your personal issues” (F9).

Similarly, F10 argued that: “What is only important for them is to make sure that we do the work”
(F10).

4.4. Moral Advice

Most of the research participants admitted that line managers at the case South African public
department does not provide moral advice. Some of their responses are shown below.

“They do not provide moral advice because most of them are corrupt and they abuse public funds”
(F6)

“Line managers do not give ethical guidance at all; they just talk about moral guidance” (F1).

The above participants’ responses oppose extant literature on moral advice. Engelbrecht et al. (2017)
argue that ethical leaders must provide moral advice and assist subordinates’ moral conduct by conveying
moral norms and training workers who show unpredictable ways of behaving. Similarly, Ahmad et al. (2021)
mention that ethical leaders should possess some sense of social responsibility and be concerned with their
subordinates’ behaviour and ethical conduct. Supporting the above literature, Naidoo’s (2012) study shows
that leaders are perceived as role models by followers; thus, giving employees moral advice and exhibiting
ethical behaviours help them to learn what acceptable and unacceptable behaviour is.

Conversely, a few research participants indicated that line managers at the case South African public
department provide moral advice to their followers. In this regard, F5 remarked: “Yes, they provide moral
advice” (Fb).

The above quote is supported by Mayende and Musenze (2018), who posit that ethical leaders must
provide morale advice which inspires them and builda culture of trust and respect. Sharing the same sentiments
is Kaptein (2019), who posits that ethical leaders are renowned for giving morale advice, setting high standards
for ethical behaviours at work and serving as role models.
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5. Conclusions
5.1. Contribution of the Study

This study is essential, considering the increase in unethical behaviours and scandals in South African
organizations. This study provided a significant theoretical contribution by filling the research gap on
leadership behaviours of managers at South African Public department. The study will benefit employers and
the government, as it will make them aware of common unethical behaviours and assist them to implement
specific mechanisms to eradicate unethical leadership practices. For academics, the study serves as a
cornerstone for comparable studies.

5.2. Limitations and Direction for Future Studies

The leader-member exchange theory and social learning theory served as the only theoretical
foundations for this investigation. Due to methodological restrictions, several employee leadership behaviour
theories and models were mentioned but not considered for this study. The findings of the study cannot be
generalised to all South African public departments since it only considered the views of followers at a single
South African public department.

5.3. Final Conclusion

The study’s findings revealed that managers at the case South African public department exhibit both
ethical and unethical behaviours. It emerged from the study that some managers at the case South African
public department exhibit dishonesty, are not guided by the principle of fairness and do not provide moral
advice to their followers. Managers at the case South African public department are generally encouraged to
provide moral advice to their workers, whilst being guided by moral principles of fairness and honesty.
Conversely, the study also found that some other managers exhibit ethical leadership behaviours through role
clarification and by being people-oriented. This study suggests that the South African public department should
implement necessary mechanisms to eradicate identified unethical behaviours exhibited by some line
managers.
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