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A plethora of studies reported linkages between ethical reasoning and transformational leadership style, such as 

moral and ethical leadership, stage of justice reasoning among others. However, few studies investigated the 

specificities of individual motivational values and belief on the relationship between moral reasoning and 

transformational leadership style. Nigerians appear to be more collectivistic than individualistic in nature but might 

be reluctant to compromise personal goals for in-group sentiments due largely to limited resources and 

opportunities. Few studies on the issue gave conflicting and mixed findings, hence this paper contends that 

transformational leadership characteristic behaviors facilitate the capacity to know, learn, and anticipate ethical 

threats that influence the use of post-conventional stage in decision-making. The authors argue that 

transformational leader’s exhibit features that enhance development opportunities in subordinates as they   

become emotionally glued to their leaders and their duty. Theoretically, individualism connotes personal  

well-being while collectivism emphasizes more of obligation to the in-group and the degree to which these 

variables moderate the relationships with leadership styles remain inconclusive. The authors equally suggest that 

understanding public leaders’ degree of moral judgment and behavior may contribute to leadership training and 

development as leader’s core beliefs might affect cognitive processes and behavior in a more hierarchical societies 

as Nigeria. 
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Several studies evidenced the efficacy of transformational leadership on subordinates’ ethical behavior and 
general organizational issues (Burns, 1978; Avolio, Bass, & Zhu, 2004; Brown & Trevino, 2006; Grant, 2012). 
Transformational leaders exert great influence on subordinate’s ethical behavior and performance (Avolio,  
Bass, & Jung, 1999), provide a conducive environment for innovation (Pearce et al., 2003). Ethics and 
leadership have been propelled to greater heights as morality is magnified in leadership, while ethics gives   
an insight into the style of leadership. Attempts are made to promote moral or leadership with ethical dimension 
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in most organizations that desire to remain viable and profitable (Turner, Barling, Epitropaki, Butcher, & 
Milner, 2002). The moral degree of leaders in decision-making has been of concern to scholars and 
practitioners (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Batmanghlich, 2015; Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Howell & Avolio, 
1992; Kanungo & Mendonca, 1998). Other researchers investigated the cultural underpinnings of public 
leader’s ethical behavior. 

Despite the glamorous and the positive effects of transformational leaders, its processes, the beliefs, and 
value systems have necessitated more researches to explore its antecedents (Krishnan, 2001; Bass, 1998; 
Kirkbride, 2006; Bass & Avolio, 1997), research evidence that an individual’s core beliefs triggers their 
behaviour and limited studies examined the linkage between leadership and culture (Jung, Bass, & Sosik, 1995). 
Literature evidences that organizational culture influences leadership style and behavior, it forms the basis for 
most problems and solutions as it equally determines how people interact and behave within an organization. 
Ethics and leadership are mutually reinforcing concepts; leadership is about directing and influencing others’ 
actions for a collective goal (Burns, 1978; Bass & Avolio, 2000), while ethics are moral compass and reasoning 
based on norms, tradition, and societal prescriptive beliefs. 

Most legitimate governments strive to maintain a virile, efficient, and effective public service to boost 
socio-political and economic activities through prudent management of scarce resources (Felix, Ahmad, & 
Arshad, 2015). In order to achieve the above objective, institutionalizing moral standards and integrity for 
public officials is proposed. An insight into the core values and beliefs’ features of transformational     
leaders helps to understand the factors underpinning their behavioral and cognitive processes (Krishnan, 2001). 
It has been argued that the feature of collectivistic culture remains more favourable to transformational 
leadership behavior than for transactional leadership as ethics is not only about morality, it encompasses  
duties and obligations as there are upsurge in expectations from the citizenry that the public servant should 
exhibit higher levels of ethicality coupled with unquestioned integrity, which transformational leadership 
exhibits. 

The study seeks to investigate the linkages between moral reasoning and transformational leadership 
behavior through the mechanism of individualism and collectivism. Specifically, to address the research 
question about the degree of moral stage of public sector leaders, as the civil service remains the bedrock of 
government structure and live-wire of the state. For decades, the Nigeria civil service witnessed a series of 
reforms as a result of gross inefficiency and ethical lapses, most of the public officers lack the basic 
administrative knowledge, while some are morally bankrupt.  

Despite the overwhelming and growing interest in decision-making related to solving ethical    
dilemmas, prior studies have not examined specific individual decision-making process related to ethical  
issues in Nigeria public sector. Consequently, understanding the motivational values, core beliefs, especially 
the cognitive stage of transformational leaders may enhance their recruitment and development within the 
sector. 

Transformational Leadership 
A considerable attention has been paid to the concept of transformational leadership propounded by Burns 

(1978), as its positive dimensions are favourable to both followers and organizations. Few studies examined its 
linkages with specific individual values and beliefs, some conceptual investigations of transformational 
leadership and broad issues of culture were made (Jung et al., 1995). Dorfman (1996) posited that 
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transformational leadership dimensions transcend all cultures as leadership core values should be same globally 
as attitude, values, norms, and motives to a great extent determines the success or failure of a given task. Public 
sector organizations, especially school reforms, teacher’s motivation are enhanced by transformational 
leadership (Barnett & McCormick, 2003), it increases job satisfaction and commitment (Hatter & Bass, 1988). 
Yukl and Mahsud (2010) posited that transformational leaders uplift followers’ interest, promote creativity, 
awareness, and nurture relationship with subordinates. 

Transformational leaders exhibit no controlling powers, but inspire empowerment and motivation of the 
subordinates. The four enabling factors associated with transformational leaders are idealized influence which 
manifests through compassion and empathy (Sarros & Santora, 2001), the leader exhibits features of a mentor 
and role model (Krishnan, 2001). Transformational leaders are futuristic through inspirational motivation and 
being innovative. Through intellectual stimulation, transformational leaders provide a conducive atmosphere 
for innovation and creativity in solving ethical problems while individual development is enhanced by 
individualized consideration. Transformational leaders promote followers’ perceptions and desires which 
enhance subordinates’ behavior. 

However, the emphasis has shifted to examining the factors underlying transformational leadership style 
and behaviour, to its identification and development. The new trend in research is on the beliefs and core values 
of transformational leaders, which in both theory and practice enables it to exhibit more influence on 
subordinate developmental processes (Bass, 1997) by encouraging followers to be creative and innovative 
when faced with an ethical dilemma. On the other hand, transactional leaders are about what leaders and 
subordinates gives to each other, a system based on reward and punishment (Bass & Avolio, 2000). Scholars 
offer two features of transactional leadership, management by exception (active and passive), contingent 
reward. Through management by exception, leaders expect full implementation of task from subordinates and 
only intervene when a deviation is noticed. Transactional leadership is about exchange, expectation and 
reciprocity which are attributes found in most leadership styles. 

Developing Moral Reasoning and Transformational Leadership Style 
Three gray areas of transformational leadership are the underlying core beliefs and values that may 

influence an individual’s style and behavior, the effect of cognition on leaders’ behavior and way to identify 
and develop transformational leadership behaviors (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Kanungo, 2001). An insight into 
Kohlberg’s stages of moral development and the application of the DIT (defining issue test), reveals a leaders’ 
level of cognition, as well as various ethical decision-making model by individuals (Trevino, 1986; Jones, 
1991), three factors are identified as: (1) the moral domain—perception of a moral problem; (2) 
judgement—moral reasoning processes; and (3) behavior—outcome. An observed gap exists between 
reasoning and behavior linkage, which moral intention mediates (Jones, 1991), later, the intensity of moral 
issue was added as moderator. On the other hand, Trevino (1986) posited that individual and situational factors 
moderated the relationship between reasoning and behavior, it should be noted that most of all the models never 
assigned any role in societal culture. 

Moral degree of leaders has been of concern to scholars and cognitive processes that influence leader’s 
judgement and behavior was investigated (Berson & Avolio, 2004; Brown & Trevino, 2006). It is important to 
note that each decision made by a leader is usually based on one criterion or the other, therefore ethical 
reasoning and moral decisions sometimes are based on more than one ethical theory or ethical principle. For 
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example, scholars are of the view that different ethical content will naturally invoke a different ethical 
reasoning approach as in cases of coercion and control; this normally will invoke the act utilitarianism ethical 
reasoning (Fritzsche & Becker, 1984). Scholars and practitioners have established a link between ethics and 
leadership and inferred that leadership needs ethics greatly due to the level of responsibilities of job demands 
(Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhatia, 2004), and leadership in government organizations needs more than codes of 
conduct as they pilot the affairs of the state in all spheres. An ethical dilemma in the public sector is not just 
about what is right or wrong, rather a choice between two contending rights and how that decision might be 
made constitute the dilemma. 

Kohlberg’s cognitive, moral development theory infers that individual’s moral reasoning capacity 
develops over time from pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional, the pre-conventional Stage 1 is 
about individual self where a person obeys laws to avoid punishment; Stage 2, self interest motivates the 
individual to act morally. The conventional stage is about in-group, family, friends, and peer, Stage 3, morality 
is about cultivating lasting relationships of benefit in one’s in-group, and Stage 4 is about law and order in 
society as a whole. Post-conventional is about humanity in general and morality is a social contract, the last 
Stage 6 is based on rationality, self-selected universal principles for achieving social cooperation. Felix et al. 
(2015) posited that leadership is mirrored through morality. Analysing behavioral reports from subordinates 
(Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999), inferred that transformational leaders are more post-conventional in reasoning 
than transactional leaders.  

Therefore, individual and contextual elements are involved in ethical judgment (Trevino, 1986), and some 
of the commonly applied moral principles are the egoism, utilitarianism, deontology, and ethics of care, justice 
ethics, and rights ethics. The study is based on the conceptual rationalization of some normative ethical 
principles as the teleology and deontology. Hence, the study of ethical reasoning and transformational 
leadership style moderated by individualism and collectivism is necessary, especially at this moment of lapses, 
coupled with fast paced improvement in technology awareness and increasing demand for prudent dispensation 
of dividends of democracy across the globe. 

Public Administration and Cognitive Moral Development 
Public administration is seen as a channel for delivering services to the public (Felix et al., 2015) and it is 

equally used as a tool of a value expression (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Scholars argue that public 
administration is an institution and an instrument through which credible governments provide the needed 
socioeconomic and human development of the citizenry. Government on its own is a method of discharging 
responsibilities of the public officials or civil servants (Goodling, 2003). The idea of a viable public sector in 
this study means as earlier conceptualized the capacity to honour obligations and discharge responsibilities or 
functions transparently in an ethical manner through the application of ethical decision-making in work 
situations. 

On the other hand, the public’s expectations are twofold, one that the government through its officials will 
manage and utilize public resources for general well-being of the citizenry and secondly, that the official’s 
behavior should be above board. Bass (1998) indicated that citizens are right to expect efficient and effective 
social services from the government in areas of health-care, education system, and general security of life and 
property as this goes a long way to foster public trust. Research has evidenced that public trust and confidence 
increases when elected and appointed leaders make ethical decisions and exhibit ethical behaviors that promote 
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the interest and well-being of the public at large.  
Public leaders are prominent in the formulation and implementation of public policies and programs of the 

government (Adams & Balfour, 2005), as a result of the tremendous influence they exert, public leader’s 
decisions and actions carry a lot of weight and impact (Felix et al., 2015). Ethics is the heart beat of democratic 
government in achieving and delivering the dividends of democracy to the people. It was argued argued that 
ethical conditions for civil servants have been with us for long and actually came with democracy. The 
importance of ethics in public administration cannot be overemphasized, e.g., Chinua (1983) inferred that ethics 
are very fundamental elements in a democracy, even the secular and the religious attests to the essence of 
ethical leadership for effective and efficient administration. 

A group of scholars pioneered work and conceptualized the theory that leaders operating at the     
highest level of CMD (cognitive moral development) relate to transformational leadership style (Turner, 
Barling, Epitropaki, Butcher, & Milner, 2002). They made use of DIT and MLQ (multi-leadership 
questionnaire) on a sample population of 407 participants in the UK and Canada in private sector organizations 
and an academic institution. At the end of the exercise, it was discovered that leaders with a more complex 
reasoning ability would be able to draw on more sophisticated conceptualizations of interpersonal situations, 
and are more likely to think about problems in different ways, and are cognizant of a large number of 
behavioral options. The Stewart-Sprinthall Management Survey (SSMS) equally assessed the CMD of   
public leaders in different countries; their major focus was more of demographic study and reported no 
significant gender difference in US, but higher levels of post-conventional reasoning in females than males in 
Poland and Russia. Other scholars investigated gender differences of Coast Guard Personnel using DIT (Rest, 
Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999), in a sample of 480 and reported significant differences between males and 
females. 

The implication of the above disparities in findings, further buttresses the influence of culture in an 
organization as the ethical culture at the GSA (government supply agency) is questionable, since research 
evidenced that CMD influences moral decision when faced with ethical dilemmas (Dibie, 2007; Dunn,   
2006). Other scholars examined the theory of power and ethically as an influencing factor in the organization 
both in public and private (Jurkiewicz, 2005), the study shows significant statistical relations among a     
high power motive, moral judgement, and executive effectiveness as 202 public administrators were  
examined in a single organization. The Machiavellian Scale (Mach V) measurement tool for examining  
power motives was used (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), while the DIT (Rest et al., 1999) was used for  
measuring moral reasoning and personnel records, for an example, performance appraisal, subordinates 
retention history. 

The proposition is that if public officials are made up men and women of proven integrity, of sound ethical 
behavior and character, the incidence of ethical decline and lapses in the public sector will be drastically 
reduced or eradicated. On the other hand, empirical studies on ethics in government is encouraging, but little is 
done on ethical reasoning and moral development of public officials and equally very little progress have been 
made on research concerning moral development and leadership either in public or private organizations 
(Brown & Trevino, 2006). Therefore, as leadership behavior is developed as a result of cognitive, moral growth, 
the need and the capacity of public service leader’s influence on the subordinate’s ethicality need to be 
examined. 
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Individualism and Collectivism as Potential Moderator 
The rationale behind individualism-collectivism was developed by Triandis (1993), it is argued that  

values are goals which its attainment must serve the interest of the individual pursuing it and likely to   
conflict with those that serve collective values. It is argued that the difference between one leadership paradigm 
and another stems mainly from their values, belief, and ideology (Burns, 1978; Krishnan, 2001; Sarros & 
Santora, 2001). Literature evidenced that the transformational leadership holds values and beliefs that 
distinguish it from other types of leadership styles, as it possess values that enhance individual and professional 
development in the form of personal achievement, self-direction, and intellectual stimulation (Sarros & Santora, 
2001). 

Bass (1997) argued that transformational leadership blended in all cultures and the universality of 
transformational leadership was based on effectiveness of leaders that practiced transformational leadership 
style (Dorfman, 1996), unlike those that practice transactional leadership or laissez-fare irrespective of cultures, 
countries, and organizations. Bass (1997) posited that this universality is only as a concept because specific 
behaviors linked to each leadership factor might vary from country to another. Muenjohn and Armstrong (2007) 
examined the extent of cultural influence on leadership behavior using the MLQ and the Value Survey Module 
(VSM) identified the four cultural dimensions in line with Hofstede (1993), and reported that cultural 
dimensions had no significant impact on the transformational, transactional, and non-leadership behaviors, but 
only a small impact of power distance on transformational leadership and this seems to support the universality 
of the transformational-transactional paradigm proposed by Bass (1997).  

Individualism-collectivism is being introduced as a moderating variable to intervene on the relationship 
between ethical reasoning and transformational leadership style. Other studies have examined the relationship 
between moral decision and transformational leadership and the influence of culture on transformational 
leadership (Muenjohn & Armstrong, 2007), here culture was used as predictor variable on transformational 
leadership, and no study has considered individualism-collectivism as a mechanism for enhancing or 
moderating the effect of ethical decision on transformational leadership behavior. 

To justify the potentiality of individualism-collectivism as a moderator, the proposition by Schwartz and 
Bilsky (1990), of the likelihood of conflict or compatibility between value type pairs is significant. Therefore, 
following Schwartz observations on the 11 identified motivational value types, this study will examine one 
fundamental question to address the values linked with individualism-collectivism to explore whether all the 
motivational value types are linked to moral decision-making and if such linkages reinforce or challenge 
leader’s behavior? As attributes of individualism-collectivism constructs, show that individualist cultures 
emphasize personal goals and personal objectives which are paramount, while the collectivist cultures considers 
in-group, family, nation, and behave differently toward in-group and out-group. Hence, the following 
proposition is made: 

Proposition 1: Individualism and collectivism will moderate the relationship between moral reasoning and 
transformational leadership behavior. 

Conceptual Framework 
Against the backdrop of the discussion and literature review, this paper proposes a conceptual framework 

as illustrated in Figure 1 as below. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 

Conclusions 
This study provides some conceptual justification for applying ethical reasoning, beliefs, and core values 

in the study of transformational leadership in a Nigeria public sector through the mechanism of individualism 
and collectivism values and belief system as a moderating variable. It made use of considerable works on 
leadership, ethics, and a body of literature on cultural values and belief. In this instance, this study is an 
ongoing theoretical research yet to be formally subjected to critical empirical scrutiny. The development of a 
conceptualized framework is a necessity to buttress or strengthen an already established relationship between 
moral development and transformational leadership behaviors as perceived by subordinates. It is likely that the 
specificities of individual values and beliefs will continue to puzzle the minds of leadership researchers and 
offer new terrains for examinations of their motivational values with regards to moral judgment and behavior, 
thereby targeting higher cognitive moral development underpinning transformational leadership style.  
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