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Abstract 

To describe leadership as ethical is largely a perceptional phenomenon informed by beliefs about 

what is normatively appropriate. Yet there is a remarkable scarcity in the leadership literature 

regarding how to define what is “normatively appropriate”. To shed light on this issue, we draw 

upon Relational Models Theory (Fiske: 1992, Psychological Review, 99, 689-723), which 

differentiates between four types of relationships: communal sharing, authority ranking, equality 

matching, and market pricing. We describe how each of these relationship models dictates a 

distinct set of normatively appropriate behaviors. We argue that perceptions of unethical 

leadership behavior result from one of three situations: a) a mismatch between leader‟s and 

follower‟s relational models, b) a different understanding about the behavioral expression, or 

preos, of the same relational model, or c) a violation of a previously agreed upon relational 

model. Further, we argue that the type of relational model mismatch impacts the perceived 

severity of a transgression. Finally, we discuss the implications of our model with regard to 

understanding, managing, and regulating ethical leadership failures.  
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Using a relational models perspective to understand “normatively appropriate 

conduct” in ethical leadership 

In light of recent ethical failures spanning private and public organizations, research has 

increasingly focused on the issue of ethics in organizational leadership (Brown et al., 2005; De 

Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008, 2009; Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2009; Jones, Felps, & Bigley, 

2007; Kanungo, 2001; Treviño et al., 2003; Turner et al., 2002). This renewed interest goes hand 

in hand with evidence that leadership does indeed play a critical role in ethical shortcomings both 

on the grand scale and even on more so at the day-to-day level (Mayer et al., 2009). Notably, 

ethical leadership has not only been studied as a normative issue, but also shown to have direct 

positive consequences for leadership effectiveness, followers‟ job satisfaction, and organizational 

citizenship behavior (Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., in press). Thus, to determine how to 

regulate and change organizational behavior to fulfill certain moral and ethical standards, it is 

widely suggested that scholarship develop a better understanding of the psychological dynamics 

at play (Brown and Treviño, 2006).  

Although theories on transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Bass and Riggio, 2006) 

and servant leadership (Greanleaf, 1977; Liden et al., 2008) partly account for ethical aspects of 

leadership, researchers have only recently focused on ethical leadership in particular (Brown and 

Treviño, 2006; Brown et al., 2005; De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008; Neubert et al., 2009; 

Treviño et al., 2003). Currently, perhaps the most influential definition of ethical leadership 

stems from Brown and Treviño (2005), who draw upon social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 

1986) to argue that ethical leadership entails credibly modeling normatively appropriate conduct. 

Yet, while this definition leaves little to argue with, it also provides little to work with because 

“normatively appropriate” is a rather vague term. For example, is it ethical when an otherwise 

friendly leader suddenly threatens to fire an employee for taking days off to care for a sick child? 
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Or, is it ethical when a stellar employee has been promised a performance bonus, but then is not 

paid the bonus because the team as a whole experienced a dramatic loss? Answering these 

questions requires an understanding of the type of relationship between leader and follower. 

Thus, we consider it crucial to complement Brown‟s and Treviño‟s perspective on ethical 

leadership by defining more precisely what “normatively appropriate” entails (cf. Klein, 2002; 

Trevino and Weaver, 2003). To do so, we draw upon Relational Models Theory (Fiske, 1991, 

1992, 2004), defining salient relationship models and exploring how these affect perceptions of 

ethicality. In this paper, we focus on the perspectives of followers and other stakeholders. 

Further, we focus on norm transgressions and consequent evaluations of unethical leadership 

rather than norm fulfillment and its ethical interpretation (cf. van Gils et al., in press).  

 Our research has various implications. First, our analysis corroborates the argument of 

Brown and colleagues (2005) that the core issue of ethical leadership is not about a particular 

type of leadership but rather about fulfilling normative standards embedded within relationships 

between leaders and stakeholders. Second, our approach helps to distinguish between three types 

of “unethical leadership” perceptions: a) those due to different relational models between leader 

and follower, b) those due to different behavioral expressions of the same relational model, and c) 

those due to a violation of a previously agreed upon relational model. Third, our analysis 

explores when and how such relationship transgressions might be more or less unethical.  

In this paper, we first briefly review  prominent perspectives leadership scholarship takes 

on ethical leadership. Next, we introduce Relational Models Theory and explain how this theory 

can elucidate various norms that may underlie relationships. Finally, we bring these two strands 

together in an analysis of what is “normatively appropriate” in leader-follower relationships and 

outline novel ideas that can be derived from this research.  

Ethical Leadership 



Relational Models and Ethical Leadership 5 

To date, the literature includes several theoretical conceptualizations of ethical leadership 

and its fundamental processes. Our perspective follows prior convention in defining leadership as 

"a process of social influence in which one person is able to enlist the aid and support of others in 

the accomplishment of a common task” (Chemers, 2000, p.27). Using this definition, some 

leadership theories treat ethical behavior as one specific dimension within a broader conception 

of leadership. For instance, servant leadership theory focuses on the leader‟s ability to develop 

employees to their fullest potential (Greanleaf, 1977; van Dierendonck, in press). Servant 

leadership theory conceptualizes leaders as servants of their followers, placing their followers‟ 

needs above their own needs. In this respect, a recent measure by Liden and colleagues (2008) 

explicitly specifies ethical behavior as a central dimension of servant leadership among other 

dimensions such as emotional healing, creating values for the community, conceptual skills, 

empowering, helping followers grow and succeed, and putting followers first.  

Likewise, ethical leadership is integral to transformational leadership theory. 

Transformational leaders inspire followers to transcend self-interest and serve collective values 

and goals, motivating followers to achieve exceptional performance (Bass, 1985; Bass and 

Avolio, 1993; Burns, 1978; Conger and Kanungo, 1987). Bass and Avolio (1993) described four 

dimensions of transformational leaders: inspirational motivation, idealized influence, 

individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation. The idealized influence dimension of 

transformational leadership is closely related to ethical leadership because it is defined as the 

leader‟s modeling of high standards in the domain of ethics and morality (Bass & Steidlmeier, 

1999).  

Recently, Brown and colleagues (2005; Brown and Trevino, 2006) developed a leadership 

theory focused on explaining ethical leadership. They argue that although transformational 

leadership is often ethical, there can be cases (i.e., charismatic dictators) in which 
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transformational leaders are widely considered unethical (Bass, 1985). Furthermore, transactional 

leadership (i.e., a leadership type based on contingent rewards and management-by-exception), 

which is often described as the antithesis of transformational leadership, can be used by ethical 

leaders to reinforcement positive behaviors through rewards and punishments (Gini, 1998; 

Kanungo, 2001; Trevino et al., 2003). Brown and colleagues thus conclude that the ethical-

unethical dimension does not altogether correspond to the framework of transformational vs. 

transactional leadership. Instead, they approach the issue from a social learning perspective 

(Bandura, 1977, 1986). They argue that a leader has to be a credible role model of normatively 

appropriate behavior. To do so, the leader might make use of not only transformational behaviors 

but also transactional ones, such as the use of reward and punishment to stimulate ethical conduct 

(Brown et al., 2005; Mayer et al., 2009; Treviño et al., 2003). Specifically, Brown and colleagues 

(2005) define ethical leadership “as the demonstration of normatively 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). Based 

on this perspective, various measures of ethical leadership have been developed that include 

dimensions such as fairness, power sharing, and role clarification (De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 

2008, 2009), or character and integrity, community/people-orientation, motivation, 

encouragement and empowerment, ethical awareness, and accountability (Resick et al., 2006).  

Norms in Relationships 

In line with Brown and colleagues‟ (2005) contention that normatively appropriate 

conduct plays out via interpersonal relationships, we turn to a social relational framework to 

understand what is considered normatively appropriate. Although there are several theoretical 

perspectives on social relations (e.g., Clark and Mills, 1979; Foa and Foa, 1974), we build upon 

Fiske‟s  Relational Models Theory (RMT; Fiske, 1991, 1992; 2004) because it (a) provides a 
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comprehensive and exhaustive taxonomy of social relations that can be found across cultures, (b) 

has received empirical support in different research domains using quantitative and qualitative 

methods (for a comprehensive overview see Haslam, 2004). Finally, (c) this taxonomy directly 

addresses coordination norms that define boundaries of acceptable moral behavior (Bolender, 

2003; Fiske, 1991; Goldman, 1993; Goodenough, 1997; Rai and Fiske, in press; Sunar, 2009). 

RMT postulates four basic mental models, or cognitive schemas, that humans use to 

structure and coordinate everyday social interactions – communal sharing (CS), authority ranking 

(AR), equality matching (EM), and market pricing (MP). Based on anthropological, sociological 

and psychological findings, Fiske (1991, 2004) asserts that these mental models exist to some 

extent in all cultures and are universally rooted in the human mind. In other words, he predicts 

that these relationships are to a certain degree innate. Moreover, it is important to note that even 

though all of these relational models possess a qualitatively distinct mental model (Fiske, 1991, 

1992, 2004), all RMs define moral standards and ethical considerations that are internally 

perceived as fair and legitimate. Before discussing the value of this theoretical approach for our 

understanding of ethical leadership, we think that the four elementary models first need to be 

described in a little more detail (see Table 1 for a summary): 

Communal sharing (CS) refers to a mental model that focuses on what group members 

have in common, what they share, and what differentiates them from those outside the group. 

People who share a CS relationship experience equivalence and tend to own all resources to the 

same degree. There is no differentiation between members within a CS relationship. Thus, people 

are undifferentiated and equivalent within this relational model, but differ from people outside 

this relationship (i.e., categorical distinction). People sharing a CS mental model follow a “one-

for-all and all-for-one” morality. The members of this relationship can simply take things 

 

Table 1 

about here 

 



Relational Models and Ethical Leadership 8 

according to their needs (cf. Deutsch, 1975) and give things according to their own abilities. They 

show altruism, love and care.  

Authority ranking (AR) is the mental model we use when we rank or order individuals 

along a certain dimension (e.g., age, gender, seniority, or legitimate organizational structures). 

This mental model underlies the structuring of asymmetrical interactions according to ordered 

differences – that is, power relations – and as such is the basis for status, rank, and hierarchies 

(i.e., ordinal structures). People sharing an AR mental model follow a “noblesse oblige” morality 

– they show respect and loyalty to higher ranks and provide security and protection to lower 

ranks. A higher-ranking person commands a larger share of resources than a lower-ranking 

person.  

Equality matching (EM) is characterized by balanced reciprocities (i.e., things have to be 

equal). More precisely, this mental model entails a “tit-for-tat” morality with egalitarian norms 

and one-for-one or eye-for-an-eye exchanges. People using this mental model focus on additive 

interval differences for their units of exchange in order to achieve balance (i.e., interval 

comparisons). In other words, if one receives a unit of exchange (e.g., an invitation for a dinner 

from a colleague), one is expected to balance this unit with a similar unit of exchange (e.g., a 

reciprocal dinner invitation). As a result, people within this relationship model strive for equal 

treatment or reciprocal revenge.  

Market pricing (MP) is a mental model that organizes interactions with reference to 

proportionality in the relationship. More precisely, individuals attend to rates or ratios and make 

cost-benefit calculations. In MP relationships, individuals reduce all relevant features and 

components of the relationship into a single value or utility metric. In this way, people can 

compare different types of commodities. For instance, money is a common metric used by buyers 

and sellers in a marketplace. Similar cost-benefit calculations in social or justice contexts also use 
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a common metric (e.g., how does my work input relate to the reward I get; see Adams, 1965). In 

this mental model, the person possessing most of the common metric (e.g., money) can get the 

most value in other commodities (e.g., buy more or better food, car, etc.). Thus, the morality 

reflected in MP is “the greatest good for the wealthiest”. The interested reader can find more 

details about these mental schemas in the books of Fiske (1992) and Haslam (2004).  

The CS model is the least complex model as it provides only categorical differentiations 

(i.e., either you belong to the collective or not) whereas the MP model is the most complex 

schema, based on ratios and an agreed upon “currency”. AR uses rank orders as its underlying 

metric and EM uses interval comparisons including subtraction and addition to ultimately decide 

what is equal. Thus, AR and EM can be seen as occupying an intermediate level of complexity. 

This implies that the more complex RMs require more complex structures to achieve agreement 

among actors.  This ordering of the RMs corresponds to the ontogenetic timing whereby children 

begin to display the RMs. CS seems to be displayed in infancy, AR and EM around the age of 3 

to 4, and MP around the age of 9 (Fiske, 1991, 1992).  

The exact enactment of these mental models, i.e., how they are expressed in relationships, 

is culture-specific (i.e., ethnic, organizational, situational culture etc.). For example, differences 

in hierarchies in an AR mental model might be displayed differently between ethnic or 

organizational cultures, e.g., employees of some organizations might use a very formal language 

to talk to a higher status person whereas this might not be appropriate in other organizations. 

Similarly, some Asian cultures use more indirect forms of communication in establishing 

hierarchy whereas Western cultures tend to use more direct communication in hierarchical 

relationships (Gudykunst, 2001). Thus, the cultural context of the relational model determines the 

exact implementation rules, or preos, to enact the relationship.  
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Furthermore, people rarely use a single mental model exclusively in any given situation. 

Typically, we use a combination of the four mental models to coordinate our interactions in 

actual relationships. For example, colleagues may share a printer freely with each other (CS), 

work on a project in which one of them is the expert and takes the lead (AR), divide the office 

space equally (EM), and sell each other working hours for an agreed amount of money (MP). 

However, although the models can be combined in different ways, there is often a primary model 

that significantly defines a given relationship, allowing other relationships to be “nested” within 

this more general relationship (Connelley and Folger, 2004; Fiske and Tetlock, 1997). Therefore, 

in the current paper, we assume that each leader/follower relationship uses one primary RM of 

interaction and coordination.  

Using The RMs Perspective To Understand “Normatively Appropriate Conduct” in 

Ethical Leadership 

What are the implications of RMs for followers‟ perceptions of ethical leadership? On 

first blush, one might assume that only the AR model is of importance to leadership. However, 

leadership needs to be understood as a more complex process than mere influence by authority, a 

process that can involve various types of relationships between leaders and followers (Avolio et 

al., 2009; Chemers, 2001). Moreover, because each RM represents a distinct mental model for 

coordinating, organizing, and evaluating all aspects of a relationship, we contend that all four 

RMs play a central role in understanding when and how persons are considered “normative” role 

models. In essence, each of the four RMs defines a different kind of morality that the relationship 

partners might live by (Fiske, 1991; see Table 1). In the following section, we explore the 

underlying moralities of the RMs and explain how RMs might influence different ethical 

leadership types.  

Linking RMT with Ethical Leadership 



Relational Models and Ethical Leadership 11 

As outlined above, CS implies altruism between relationship members – sharing resources 

generously with other members, caring for members and fulfilling other members‟ needs (Fiske, 

1991, 1992, 2004). Overall, the CS mental model strongly resembles common definitions of 

ethical leadership. For instance, ethical leadership defined as individualized consideration by 

transformational leadership reflects a leader‟s attention to the individual needs of followers (Bass, 

1985). This attention to followers‟ needs is not based on an exchange process but rather involves 

a certain degree of caring for team members, reflecting a CS relationship. Similarly, altruism and 

“concern for others” have been used as dimensions in defining ethical leadership (De Hoogh and 

Den Hartog; Resick et al., 2006). These dimensions also represent core behavioral elements of 

CS. Importantly, these CS behaviors apply only to members of a common group and do not hold 

for individuals outside this group. Likewise, servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 1991; Russell 

and Stone, 2002; van Dierendonck, in press) emphasizes CS characteristics such as empathy, 

community building, and caring as reflected in listening and healing. Caring for others is also a 

central part of Brown and colleagues‟ (2005) ethical leadership conceptualization, as they assume 

caring is the basis on which a leader becomes a credible role model (Bandurra, 1986; Brown and 

Trevino, 2006). In essence, the CS relational model suggests that altruism defines what is 

normatively appropriate (Brown et al., 2005). In this mental model, followers perceive ethical 

leadership when they feel they belong to a common group with their leaders. In the ideal CS 

scenario, resources (e.g., time, needs) are shared according to need and leaders care for and show 

altruistic behavior towards their employees.  

In contrast, AR entails a “noblesse oblige” morality in which the leader offers security, 

protection, and guidance to followers in return for their respect, loyalty, and obedience. 

Importantly, AR does not entail a coercive leader-follower relationship such as an authoritarian 

dictatorship. Rather, that the ideal leader according to the AR mental model is perceived as 
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charismatic (cf. Weber, 1978) and as a positive, almost parental, figure by followers. Again, 

certain aspects of this relationship model appear in common definitions of ethical leadership– 

aspects that are qualitatively different from those that characterize CS (Fiske, 1992, 2004). For 

instance, Brown and colleagues (2005; Brown and Trevino, 2006) argue that leaders should be 

role models and guide followers partly based on power and status. This notion of the leader‟s 

need for credibility as a role model is based on an AR mental model of the follower. In this 

model, the follower needs to understand that the leader possesses legitimate power to guide 

followers and to define appropriate behaviors in a given situation. Furthermore, the AR relational 

model justifies a system in which leaders command more resources (e.g., bigger offices, higher 

salaries) based on hierarchical position. In return, AR leaders assume greater responsibilities in 

terms of guidance and protection of followers (e.g., set a vision, provide followers with resources 

according to rank, establish a clear hierarchy structure, maintain a social order that is accountable 

for everyone). In sum, the guiding fairness principle of the AR model comprises equity between 

power and responsibility on the one side and rewards on the other.  

The basis of morality in EM relationships is a tit-for-tat logic that emphasizes equal 

treatment and reciprocal revenge. In the EM mental model, followers want leaders who balance 

things out and engage in  turn-taking behavior. As an example, if the follower helps out the leader 

during the finalization of a project by working overtime, the leader can balance this out by 

thanking the employee privately and/or publicly or reducing the follower‟s future work load 

accordingly. What types of behavior are considered equal depends on the implementation rules 

(i.e. preos) dictated by the cultural context. The tit for tat logic of the EM model is regulated by 

followers as well as leaders. For example, if a follower thinks that the leader fails to provide 

sufficient task effort, the follower might compensate by decreasing performance. In essence, to 

become a credible ethical leader role model within the context of the RM mental model, 



Relational Models and Ethical Leadership 13 

leadership must be even-handed and provide equal opportunities, equal voice, and equal 

contributions.  

Finally, the MP mental model entails a complex capitalist morality. This mental model 

makes ratios (i.e., proportions) meaningful. Followers calculate costs and benefits and strive to 

maximize gains. The negotiated contracts or rules of a market define the metrics and regulations 

for an interaction. These contracts and rules form the basis for moral obligations and the 

evaluation of transgressions. Adherence to  procedures is crucial to the MP mental model. 

Leadership within this framework is implemented through the negotiation of a contract between 

the follower and the leader. Normative behavior must follow these negotiated rules. In essence, 

the MP relationship can be conceived as a more complex version of the simple EM relationship. 

In the MP model, participants need specifications for a common utility metric, of which money is 

the prototypical example. Followers make cost-benefit calculations to determine their actions. 

Thus, leaders might offer followers an extra monetary bonus to influence their behaviors or 

threaten to freeze bonuses until performance meets expectations. Although this RM does 

represent a morality of its own, it is relatively disconnected from the ethical leadership literature, 

perhaps because self-interest rank rather low in Kohlberg‟s (1981) pyramid of moral 

development. Yet, when a relationship is governed by the MP model, transgressions are still 

considered unethical.  

Although certain RMs are more traditionally associated with ethical leadership
1
 than 

others, it becomes evident upon reflection that ethical leadership in daily life is affected by each 

of the four RMs. This reasoning is in line with Brown‟s and colleagues‟ (2005) argument that 

ethical leadership should not simply be equated with transformational leadership. The RMs 

define what is fair (Connelley and Folger, 2004; Fiske, 1992) and represent relevant normative 

standards used by followers in evaluating leaders. By studying the normative standards defined 
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by the four RMs, we can extend ethical leadership theory by defining more precisely the 

normative element in ethical leadership perceptions. In addition, our conceptualization diverges 

from the popular view that ethical leadership is necessarily based on a caring or altruism (Brown 

and Trevino, 2005; De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008, 2009 Resick et al., 2006). When 

considering the prevalence of all four RMs in everyday life, it becomes apparent that many 

previous theoretical approaches, as well as popular opinion on ethical leadership, overemphasize 

the CS mental model. In our conception, all of these mental models independently define moral 

judgments, fairness consideration, and ethical ideologies (cf. Fiske, 1992, 2004; Sunar, 2009; 

Tetlock and Fiske, 1997). We thus propose that followers perceive their relationships  with a 

given leader based on one of the four RMs
2
 and base their judgments of normatively appropriate 

leadership behavior on the norms prescribed by that RM. Essentially, leaders gain credibility as 

role models of moral conduct by fulfilling the norms of the appropriate mental model for the 

specific leader-follower relationship (cf. Brown and Trevino, 2006; Brown et al., 2005).  

Proposition 1. The RMs Communal Sharing, Authority Ranking, Equality Matching, and 

Market Pricing represent qualitatively different coordination norms and standards by 

which followers judge ethical leadership.  

Types of Norm Violation, i.e. Unethical Leadership 

As Brown and colleagues (2005) argue, ethical leaders need to be trusted and credible role 

models. Therefore, violations of relationship norms are likely to undermine this trust and thus 

reduce the perception of ethical leadership. In fact, we contend that leaders‟ failure to fulfill 

norms is a more salient contributor to followers‟ ethical perceptions of leadership than the 

fulfillment of norms (van Gils et al., in press). Speaking of ethical leadership sets a misleading 

focus because ethical leadership is norm-appropriate conduct and thus will hardly be recognized 

in the social sphere. Indeed, previous research shows that bad events are more informative than 
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good events (Baumeister et al., 2001). Therefore, we prefer to focus on unethical leadership, as it 

represents norm transgression and thus triggers the discussion at hand.  

We propose that a perceived norm violation by a leader can have three distinct causes. 

First, leaders and followers might emphasize different RMs within their common relationship. As 

a result, the leader‟s behavior might be in accordance with the norms of the RM salient to the 

leader yet violate the norms of the RM salient to the follower. Such a violation can easily occur 

as the leader and the follower might construct their relationship in different areas of interaction 

with different RMs (cf. Fiske, 1992; Fiske and Tetlock, 1997). Indeed, it is often the case that 

confusion and conflict exist over which relational model to apply in a given situation (Whitehead, 

1993). Followers and leaders might form their expectations of the appropriate RM based on a 

former interaction with the leaders or followers, prior cultural or educational experience, received 

wisdom about leadership, the prevalent RM within the organizational culture and structure, and 

situational needs.. For instance, a follower might be accustomed to a leader who cares for the 

needs of each employee (i.e. CS), but the current leader might use a MP mental model and only 

award commodities (e.g., money, extra vacation days, awards) to employees according to their 

performance.  

Second, while RMs represent discrete mental models for organizing, coordinating and 

evaluating relationships, the behavioral implementation, or preos, of these models can vary as 

well (Fiske, 1992; Tetlock and Fiske, 1997). In this respect, the preos of a leader and a follower 

from different cultures or age groups might differ and lead to disagreements about what 

constitutes ethical leadership in a given situation. For example, a leader might try to convince a 

follower to do an additional task within an EM relationship. To do so, the leader might explain 

that fulfillment would result in a nomination for the employee of the month award – an 

established gesture of recognition within the company. However, the employee , freshly hired 
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from a different company, might have become accustomed to receiving an extra vacation day for 

this type of request and thus the offer might be interpreted as inappropriate. In this case, although 

both parties share the same RM mental model, they fail to agree on the correct behavioral 

expression of that RM. 

 A third type of violation can result if both actors agree upon their RM and the 

implementation rule, but one actor violates the rule stipulated by the RM. Such a violation of 

normative behavior can be either intentional (i.e., egoistic motives, evil) or unintentional (i.e. 

simple carelessness or misinterpretation of a situation) (Fiske, 1991; Tetlock and Fiske, 1997).  

Proposition 2. There are three distinct causes of the perception of unethical leadership:  

a) The leader and follower hold different RMs regarding their relationship.  b) The leader 

and follower hold different preos, leading to conflicting interpretations of the proper 

behavioral expression of the same RM. c) The leader violates the RM either intentionally 

or unintentionally. 

Severity of Norm Violations 

RMT assumes that the RMs can also differ in moral significance, social value, and 

motivational strength. Although these differences vary by person, context, content and culture, 

there seems to be a general tendency such that the RMs can be ordered as follows: CS > AR > 

EM > MP (Fiske, 1991; Fiske and Tetlock, 1997). This normative ranking of the RMs 

corresponds to their relational complexity and ontogenetic emergence. Furthermore, this ordering 

aligns with the fact that most theories on ethical leadership heavily emphasize CS elements such 

as altruism and the leader‟s care for followers (cf. Bass and Avolio, 1993; Brown et al., 2005; De 

Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008, 2009). However, this moral and motivational ordering of the RMs 

should be regarded only as a general tendency and not an invariant rule. Nevertheless, following 

our propositions 1 and 2, we maintain that although the RMs can vary in their moral significance, 
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each RM still represents a distinct morality that can serve as a basis of ethical leadership (cf, 

Haslam, 2004; Fiske, 1991, 1992).  

However, such ordering of the RMs in terms of moral and motivational strength has 

implications on perceptions of moral transgressions. More precisely, Fiske and Tetlock (1997) 

argue that distress and the outrage of an explicit trade-off among the RMs depends on the 

distance and direction of the moral and motivational ordering of the models. For example, they 

argue that people tend to perceive violations from CS to MP as more stressful than violations in 

the opposite direction. Applying this to the leadership domain, a leader with a history of helping 

followers develop their competencies and using time resources to fulfill the needs of each 

follower (i.e., an established CS relationship), could be perceived as unethical if he or she 

suddenly introduced a system in which followers could only meet with the leader by paying 

points earned via a new performance evaluation system (i.e., MP behavior). In contrast, a leader 

who changes in the opposite direction (i.e., from MP to CS behavior) would likely elicit less 

distress in his/her followers. Note that the employees in this case are still likely to experience 

some amount of stress since they were used to the MP system and might therefore distrust that 

the new relationship with the leader will be effective.   

Furthermore, the distance between the RMs also matters (Fiske & Telock, 1997). A 

violation from CS to MP is typically perceived as more stressful than a violation from CS to EM. 

Using the example from above, the described change from CS to MP is more stressful compared 

to a change in which the leader now provides more meeting time with followers higher in 

hierarchy and less meeting time with followers low in rank (i.e., AR). Thus, followers‟ 

perceptions of the degree of inter-RM norm violations depends on the direction and distance 

separating the two salient RMs on the scale. Leaders can more likely “get away” with violating 

an expected relational model if the distance of the moral asymmetry is rather small. As a result, a 
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leader‟s behavior might be perceived as less stressful and more trustworthy if it changes from AR 

to CS rather than from CS to MP.  

This moral asymmetry has been shown in ethnological studies (see Fiske and Tetlock, 

1997). In addition, recent empirical studies support the directional and distance assumption in the 

area of consumer transactions (McGraw and Tetlock, 2005; McGraw et al., 2003). McGraw and 

colleagues (2003; McGraw and Tetlock, 2005) manipulated the relational ownership history of a 

product (i.e., whether the product was received via a CS, AR, EM or MP relationship). Next, the 

researchers provided a proposal to buy the product – thus, providing an MP exchange 

relationship. Such a proposal was easily accepted for products acquired via an MP relationship, 

because the MP transaction matched the product‟s ownership history. But when the product was 

acquired by one of the other relationships, participants experienced much more distress and 

placed much more value on the product. Furthermore, distress was highest when ownership was 

based on a CS relationship (e.g., the product was given to the participant by a close relative). This 

finding supports the directional assumption of Fiske and Tetlock (1997). However, the results 

could not fully support the directional hypothesis for AR and EM relationships, suggesting that 

more research is needed to clarify the directional hypothesis. Furthermore, the research so far has 

mainly addressed products and not directly the relationships between two persons or, even more 

specific, the relationship between a leader and a follower. Therefore, the following propositions 

rest largely on the original theoretical reasoning of Fiske and colleagues (Fiske, 1991, 1992; 

Fiske & Tetlock, 1997). 

Proposition 3. If leaders use different RMs than followers expect, followers’ unethical 

leadership perceptions depend on the direction from expected RM to employed RM. The 

general moral asymmetry is CS > AR > EM >MP in which the direction from CS to MP 

is perceived as more unethical than vice versa. 
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Proposition 4. If leaders use different RMs than followers expect, the severity of  

followers’ unethical leadership perceptions depends on the distance between expected 

RM and employed RM, along the scheme of  CS - AR - EM - MP. 

Discussion and Implications 

The current paper extends ethical leadership theory by applying an RMT perspective to 

better understand what “normatively appropriate conduct” actually is. Applying this theoretical 

perspective to the domain of ethical leadership creates several new predictions and insights 

regarding how leaders should regulate their own leadership behavior in order to be perceived as 

ethical by their followers. The first important point is that there are four qualitatively different 

and innate types of relational models that can potentially define what is perceived as normatively 

appropriate in relationships: CS, AR, EM and MP (see Table 1). These RMs help to coordinate 

interactions between leaders and followers with the respective salient RM determining how 

leaders and followers regulate and perceive behavior. For each participant in the relationship, the 

salient RM depends partly on the personality and motives of the participant as well as the 

organizational and social context. Therefore, it is not uncommon for confusion and conflict to 

arise regarding what kind of RM to use when discussing what is ethical in a leadership context 

(Whitehead, 1993). In consequence, unethical leadership perceptions can result from a non-fit of 

the RMs used by leader and follower. Likewise, particularly in settings where the preos of the 

leader and follower are different, perceptions of unethical leadership may stem from different 

behavioral expressions of the same RM. Last, perceptions of unethical leader behavior can result 

from an intentional or unintentional violation of a previously agreed upon RM. Finally, we argue 

that the direction of the transgression as well as the distance between salient RMs both play an 

important role in the evaluation of ethical leadership (cf. Fiske, 1991; Fiske and Tetlock, 1997). 
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This prediction is especially interesting, because leaders might experience certain dilemmas that 

cannot be solved within their current RM and, therefore, need to change the RM.  

Although the personalities of leaders and followers can directly impact their relationships, 

organizational structures and organizational culture are likely to pre-define the prevalent RM 

within an organization (Connelley and Folger, 2004; Fiske and Tetlock, 1997). For instance, in an 

organization with clear hierarchies, AR relationships are likely to develop. In an organization in 

which leaders structure tasks via an MP scheme by setting out explicit rules of task goal and 

accomplishment, MP relationships are likely to develop. Therefore, perceived violations of 

relational models actually tend to arise more often for people outside the organization in question. 

While employees within an organizational context tend to adapt quickly to the organization‟s 

relational model and preos, outsiders are more likely to apply different relational models when 

judging a leader‟s ethics. For instance, bonus payments to investment bankers tend to be judged 

as unethical from an outside perspective, because, especially in times of crisis, many people 

believe society should stand together and personal interest should come behind collective interest 

(a CS relationship). In contrast, investment bankers tend to work on a proportional basis for their 

bonuses (an MP relationship), and according to MP norms, bankers who made profits deserve 

their bonuses.  

Our approach provides an understanding of the normative appropriateness of leadership 

behavior and seeks to understand the conditions when people perceive that salient relationship 

norms have been violated, specifically regarding perceptions of unethical leadership. Many 

theories on ethical leadership place a strong emphasis on the role model function of ethical 

leaders (Brown and Trevino, 2006; De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008, 2009). Our perspective can 

be understood as complementing these descriptive perspectives in that each RM represents a 

normative background on which a leader can be evaluated and can potentially earn or lose the 
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credibility to act as a role model. Importantly, however, our perspective clarifies that the CS 

model of caring and altruistic leadership is not the only basis for ethical leadership, although it 

does have stronger moral significance than the other relational models.  

As a result, our analysis suggests that ethical leadership should not necessarily be 

measured by a set list of behaviors or characteristics (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; De Hoogh and Den 

Hartog, 2008, 2009; Resick et al., 2006), but rather measured as a degree of RM (mis)match 

between what a follower expects from a leader and how the leader acts. As such, the discourse 

around ethical leadership shifts away from specific behaviors and toward an exploration of the 

salient mental models held by leaders versus followers.  

Another implication involves the issue of trust repair – or how to regulate ethical failures 

(Dirks et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2004). As described in Proposition 2, we contend that perceived 

unethical leadership can have three distinct causes. Depending on the cause, different forms of 

amendment might be possible. In the first case (i.e., different RMs) the problem is that both 

actors believe they have acted in an ethically correct way and, consequently, both tend to deny 

ethical misconduct. Trust can be repaired if the leader works with the follower to clarify the 

underlying RMs on which they have based their decision or behavior how both parties would like 

to handle their relationship in the future. As part of such negotiations, each party might be able to 

convince the other party that their own doing was not motivated by ill will (Kim et al., 2004). 

However, to repair trust after such a case might be the most difficult, as the leader believes she/he 

has acted correctly and thus might have trouble grasping the underlying cause of the norm 

violation. In the second case (i.e., different preos), the problem may be solved via meta-

communication about the correct behavioral expressions of a relationship. Since there is 

fundamentally no misunderstanding on the underlying RM, both parties just need to be able to 

follow each other‟s logic in the expression of the RM and how their actions are linked to the 
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mental models. As in the above case, the challenge here, lies in making leader and follower aware 

of the different behavioral interpretation of the relational model. Finally, in the third case (i.e., the 

violation of a previously agreed upon RM and preos), the violation cannot be justified. However, 

this is the case in which the transgression should be more obvious to the leader than in the other 

two cases. Therefore, it is most likely that the leader can and will regulate ethical failures (e.g., 

via apologizing). However, given that the violation is a genuine violation, it is also likely to be 

the hardest to repair. In sum, a leader can best prevent perceptions of ethical failure by clarifying 

the RM and preos of the relationship with followers from the beginning.  

Last, the famous linguist and politics consultant George Lakoff (2004) once said with 

regard to public leadership that it is paramount to “know your values and frame the debate”. 

Indeed, when reanalyzing political debates leading up to presidential elections, he saw that while 

Democrats may have valid arguments, they were destined to lose as long as they and the news 

media accepted Republican nomenclature such as "pro-life," "tax relief," and "family values," 

since to argue against such inherently positive terminology automatically casts the arguer in a 

negative light. In the context of the current discussion, we might adapt his slogan to “know your 

relational model and frame the debate”. Indeed, judging ethical behavior is largely a perceptual 

process that is grounded beliefs about what is normatively appropriate. Leaders can work to avoid 

allegations of ethical misconduct by actively managing others‟ beliefs about what is appropriate 

in specific situations. 

In this paper, we introduced RMT as a framework for the analysis of ethical leadership. 

We propose that RMT is a useful perspective for understanding the moral dynamics of what is 

considered “normatively appropriate” and as such represents a promising framework to further 

explore the antecedents and consequences of ethical leadership. Moreover, regulating unethical 

behavior in our conception by and large pertains to the management of RM expectations and their 
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according norms. While this perspective might be disappointing from the standpoint of normative 

ethics (e.g., philosophy that focuses on classical Christian virtues such as bravery, courage, 

compassion, etc, or consequential philosophy that ultimately arrives at Utilitarianism as the only 

possible way of conduct), we consider this framework a stringent example of meta-ethical theory. 

Indeed, within the field of meta-ethics our conception can be described as non-cognitivist. Non-

cognitivists argue that when someone makes a moral statement, they are not describing the world 

but rather either expressing their feelings or telling people what to do. As such our perspective is 

also much like Constructivism in that we do not argue what is right or wrong but rather that 

determining right from wrong is up to the perceiver. In our conception, the perceiver‟s salient 

RM dictates a set of normatively appropriate behaviors against which behavior is judged as 

ethical or unethical and each of the four RMs dictates a distinct set of moral norms. 
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Footnotes 

 
1
 In order to be considered an ethical leader within each  RM, a leader must not only oversee the 

formation of contracts but also enforce adherence (Brown et al., 2005). What represents a 

punishment or a reward very much depends on the RM and its preos (Fiske, 1991). A follower 

with CS relationship could be punished with a exclusion from the common group and rewarded 

with the care and altruism. In AR, the leader determines might decrease the status position of the 

follower. In EM, each non-normative and behavior is punished with a similar negative or positive 

action. Finally in MP, the common metric might be used to calculate comparable rewards and 

punishments. 

2
 There is also the possibility of no relation between leader and follower. This is comparable to 

the substitutes of leadership idea (Kerr & Jermier, 1978). We do not discuss this idea here in 

much detail, because we are focusing only on relationships between leaders and followers. 



 Communal Sharing Authority Ranking Equality Matching Market Pricing 

Underlying 

guiding 

relationship 

principle 

Equivalence; people get 

things according to needs 

and give things according 

to abilities 

Hierarchy; higher ranking 

people get more 

Balance; things must be 

equal  

Proportion; calculations of 

cost-benefit ratios based 

on value or utility metrics 

Morality “One-for-all and all-for-

one”; Altruism; sharing 

generously with others; 

love and care; fulfilling 

needs; unity 

“Noblesse oblige”; 

respect, deference, loyalty, 

and obedience by 

followers; responsibility, 

security, protection and 

direction by leader 

“Tit-for-Tat”; equal 

treatment; reciprocal 

revenge; everyone should 

get the same thing 

“greatest good for the 

wealthiest”; calculation of 

utilities based on 

negotiated contracts; costs 

and benefits 

Underlying 

metric 

Categorical distinction Ordinal ranking Interval comparisons Ratios  

Fairness 

standards 

Need Power/Duty Equality Equity 

Followers 

mental model of 

ethical 

leadership 

Leader and follower must 

belong to a common 

psychological group in 

which resources (e.g., 

time, needs) are shared 

and leadership is caring 

about others and showing 

Leader must guid and 

provide security for 

followers and treat all 

parties according to 

hierarchical rank 

Leadership must be even-

handed, provide equal 

opportunities, equal voice 

and equal contributions 

Leadership through a 

negotiated contract 

between the follower and 

the leader with a common 

metric (e.g., money). 

Follower considers cost-

benefit calculations to 
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Table 1. Overview on RMT, connected morality and fairness issues, as well as links with leadership styles 

 

altruistic behavior  determine appropriate 

actions 

Complexity Low Low to Mid Mid to High High 
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