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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study examined how ethical leadership relates to employees performance in Hoima District Local Government, Uganda, focusing on personal integrity, ethical decision making, and accountability and responsibility. A cross sectional mixed methods descriptive correlational design was used. From a population of 162, a sample of 140 respondents determined with the Krejcie and Morgan approach completed structured questionnaires, and key informant interviews provided qualitative depth. Instruments were content validated and pilot tested, participation was voluntary and anonymous, and sampling combined purposive selection for key informants with convenience access for staff and local leaders. Quantitative analysis in SPSS produced descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, and multiple regression, and interview data were thematically analyzed. Employee’s performance was moderate. Accountability and responsibility and ethical decision making were significant positive predictors of performance, whereas personal integrity did not add unique variance once the other facets were included. The model explained fifty nine percent of the variance in performance. Interviews pointed to corruption risks, weak oversight, and communication gaps and highlighted transparency, enforceable codes of conduct, and continuous ethics education as remedies. Findings indicate that decision protocols and enforceable accountability are priority levers for managers in Ugandan local governments, while integrity training should complement behavior focused reforms.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Integrated background
Public organizations rely on motivated, competent, and ethically led employees to deliver credible services to citizens, and a growing empirical base shows that ethical leadership is associated with higher engagement, stronger identification with the mission, better citizenship behaviors, and improved performance outcomes (Walumbwa et al., 2008; Walumbwa et al., 2010; Banks et al., 2016; Joo et al., 2016; Lai et al., 2020). In the public sphere, ethical leadership also strengthens commitment, reduces absenteeism, and increases willingness to report wrongdoing, which are foundational for continuous improvement and trustworthy service delivery (Hassan et al., 2014; Denhardt, 2018). Uganda’s decentralization policy assigns front line service delivery and local development to districts to increase responsiveness, participation, accountability, and allocative efficiency through proximity to citizens (Ministry of Local Government, 2014; Mushemeza, 2019; Ssemakula & Bogere, 2019). Yet independent assessments point to persistent weaknesses in local government structures and oversight capacities, uneven implementation of performance systems, and gaps in transparency that erode effectiveness and citizen trust (ACODE, 2019; Bainomugisha et al., 2020; Otile & Atukunda, 2020; Kyohairwe, 2014). These concerns are sharpened by governance diagnostics that link public sector integrity to development outcomes and by international indices that continue to flag integrity risks, including Uganda’s rank of 142 of 180 in the 2022 Corruption Perceptions Index, which underscores the practical salience of ethics in leadership for local governments (World Bank, 2021; Transparency International, 2022). Within organizations, performance management reforms such as results oriented management seek to align individual effort with public value by clarifying goals, measuring results, and developing people, but their success depends on leaders who model fairness, enforce standards, and make decisions that balance rules with responsiveness to community needs (Olum, 2004; Moore & Rondinelli, 2019; Denhardt, 2018). Self Determination Theory explains how work climates that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness can internalize motivation and sustain high quality performance, offering mechanisms through which ethical leadership influences attitudes and behaviors in government settings (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2019). Authentic Leadership provides a complementary lens that emphasizes self-awareness, balanced processing, an internalized moral perspective, and relational transparency, specifying leader behaviors that plausibly transmit norms, reduce ambiguity, and enable ethical action under constraints typical of public administration (George, 2003; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2011; Avolio & Gardner, 2015). In Hoima District, documented service delivery challenges including corruption claims, weak record keeping, inconsistent monitoring, leadership conflicts, and resource pressures make it important to identify which facets of ethical leadership are most strongly associated with employee performance and which levers are most actionable for managers and policymakers (Bainomugisha et al., 2020; Mukobi, 2018; Bainomugisha et al., 2023). This study contributes by centering a Ugandan local government context with direct relevance to decentralization reforms, integrating Self Determination Theory and Authentic Leadership to motivate a testable conceptual model, and providing mixed methods evidence that links specific facets of ethical leadership to employees performance in Hoima District in ways that inform targeted managerial and policy interventions.
1.2 Theoretical and conceptual lenses
This study is anchored in Self Determination Theory and Authentic Leadership Theory to explain how ethical leadership influences employees performance in a local government setting. Self Determination Theory proposes that work climates which support autonomy, competence, and relatedness facilitate the internalization of motivation and sustain high quality performance because employees experience their actions as volitional, efficacious, and connected to others (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2019). Authentic Leadership Theory complements this account by specifying leader qualities and behaviors that transmit ethical norms and reduce ambiguity in day to day practice, including self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, relational transparency, and balanced processing of information, which shape followers attitudes and behaviors through modeling, social learning, and fair process cues (George, 2003; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2011; Avolio & Gardner, 2015). Integrating these perspectives, the conceptual model treats ethical leadership as a multidimensional construct comprising personal integrity, ethical decision making, and accountability and responsibility, and posits that higher levels on these dimensions are positively associated with employee’s performance defined as work commitment, efficiency and effectiveness, professional skills and knowledge, and public service orientation. The model also recognizes contextual contingencies that can strengthen or weaken these links, including the presence and enforcement of codes of conduct, clarity in rules and procedures, people oriented governance practices that engage employees and citizens, and the availability of oversight and feedback mechanisms that reinforce ethical choices and accountable behavior. As shown in Figure 1, the three ethical leadership facets exert directional influences on the four performance dimensions, with intervening conditions potentially amplifying or dampening these relationships.
Hypotheses
H1. Ethical decision making is positively associated with employee’s performance.
H2. Accountability and responsibility are positively associated with employee’s performance.
H3. Personal integrity is positively associated with employee’s performance.
H4. When modeled jointly, accountability and responsibility and ethical decision making explain more variance in employee’s performance than personal integrity alone.
Figure 1. Conceptual model linking ethical leadership to employee’s performance in Hoima District
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Ethical leadership facets: personal integrity; ethical decision making; accountability and responsibility → Employees performance dimensions: work commitment; efficiency and effectiveness; professional skills and knowledge; public service orientation. Intervening conditions: enforced codes of conduct; clear rules and procedures; people oriented governance and participation; oversight and feedback mechanisms.
1.3 Objectives and hypothesis
i. Examine the effect of personal integrity on employees’ performance.
ii. Investigate the effect of ethical decision-making on employees’ performance.
iii. Determine the impact of accountability & responsibility on employees’ performance.
H₀: There is no significant relationship between ethical leadership and employees’ performance.
2. Methodology
The study employed a case study design combined with a descriptive correlational survey in a mixed methods, cross sectional arrangement appropriate for describing prevailing conditions and examining associations without manipulating variables or temporal ordering (Creswell, 2014; Mugenda & Mugenda, 2003; Sekaran, 2004). The target population comprised 162 actors in Hoima District, namely district employees and officials, administrators, local government leaders, and community leaders; a sample of 140 respondents was determined with the Krejcie and Morgan approach and allocated proportionally across strata to preserve role relevance and access feasibility, yielding approximately 32 district employees and officials, 6 administrators, 70 local government leaders, and 32 community leaders (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970). Recruitment proceeded through official district channels with invitations extended to the sampled individuals in each stratum; questionnaires were distributed in person by the research team and collected on completion, and a total of 140 usable questionnaires were obtained. For the qualitative strand, key informant interviews were conducted with role holders expected to possess contextual knowledge of ethics and performance issues in Hoima, including at minimum a senior local government official, a community leader, and a health sector professional; interviews were semi structured, scheduled at participants’ workplaces, and designed to triangulate and interpret survey patterns rather than to achieve theoretical saturation. Data were collected with a self-administered questionnaire using a five point Likert scale and a semi structured interview guide that elicited concrete examples of ethical leadership practices and performance challenges and that invited reflections on feasible remedies (Amin, 2005; Kothari, 2004; Hyman, 2007). Measures for ethical leadership facets and employees performance were developed to align with the study’s context and prior literature; each construct comprised multiple items scored from one to five with higher scores indicating greater presence of the attribute. Items reflected personal integrity for example I uphold high ethical standards even under pressure, ethical decision making for example I consider stakeholder impacts and relevant rules before deciding, accountability and responsibility for example I document and follow through on commitments, and employees performance for example I use resources efficiently and deliver services that meet citizen needs. Content validity was established through expert review by subject matter specialists in public administration and research methods; item level Content Validity Index values met or exceeded commonly accepted thresholds and the overall scale level index indicated adequate coverage of the constructs, with revisions made to items flagged for ambiguity or redundancy before fielding (Fisher, 2004). Reliability was examined with a small pilot of nine respondents from Hoima District using a test retest procedure separated by an interval sufficient to minimize memory effects; stability feedback and comments on clarity and flow informed minor wording refinements, and internal consistency for the multi item scales met conventional thresholds in the main study. Quantitative data were coded and analyzed in SPSS to produce descriptive statistics means and standard deviations, bivariate associations using Pearson correlation coefficients, and a multiple regression model estimating the unique contribution of each ethical leadership facet to employee’s performance while controlling for the others. Prior to model interpretation, assumption checks were conducted by inspecting patterns of missing data, examining the distribution of residuals for approximate normality, reviewing residual plots for homoscedasticity, and assessing multicollinearity with variance inflation factors within accepted limits; influential observations were screened with Cook’s distance and no case exceeded customary concern thresholds. To mitigate and assess common method bias inherent in self report designs, procedural remedies included anonymity assurances, neutral item wording, and separation of predictors and outcomes in the questionnaire layout, and a post hoc diagnostic indicated no single general factor accounted for the majority of covariance among items. Interview audio notes and detailed field memos were transcribed and analyzed thematically; coding began with a deductive frame aligned to the study objectives and was expanded inductively as new concepts emerged, with a second coder reviewing a subset of transcripts and discrepancies resolved through discussion to strengthen credibility. Findings from the qualitative analysis were used to corroborate and elaborate the quantitative patterns in an integrated mixed methods interpretation, with attention to convergences and divergences across data sources.
3. Results
3.1 Respondent profile
The analytic sample comprised one hundred forty respondents. Males formed sixty three percent and females thirty seven percent. Age concentrated in two bands, with thirty two percent aged forty one to fifty years and twenty five percent aged fifty one to sixty years, consistent with a mid to late career public service workforce. Education was relatively strong, with forty two percent holding a bachelor’s degree, forty one percent reporting sub degree credentials including certificates and diplomas, and seventeen percent reporting postgraduate study. Tenure clustered at one to three years at thirty two percent and four to six years at twenty eight percent, suggesting a mix of recent entrants and established staff. Table 1 presents the full distribution.
Table 1: Respondent profile by gender, age, education, and tenure (n = 140)
	Characteristic
	Category
	n
	%

	Gender
	Male
	88
	63

	
	Female
	52
	37

	Age group
	Below 20 years
	6
	4

	
	20 to 30 years
	13
	9

	
	31 to 40 years
	24
	17

	
	41 to 50 years
	45
	32

	
	51 to 60 years
	35
	25

	
	Above 60 years
	18
	13

	Education level
	Certificate
	24
	17

	
	Diploma
	34
	24

	
	Bachelors
	59
	42

	
	Masters
	20
	15

	
	PhD
	3
	2

	Tenure in the organization
	Less than one year
	25
	18

	
	One to three years
	45
	32

	
	Four to six years
	39
	28

	
	Seven to nine years
	14
	10

	
	More than nine years
	17
	12


Note. Percentages may not sum to one hundred due to rounding.
3.2 Descriptive statistics for core constructs
Employees performance averaged M = 3.39, SD = 0.45, which falls in the moderate band. Personal integrity also averaged M = 3.39, SD = 0.66, indicating a fair to moderate level. Ethical decision making averaged M = 4.03, SD = 1.27, indicating a high level, while accountability and responsibility averaged M = 3.56, SD = 0.51, also indicating a high level. These patterns suggest that decision quality and accountability practices are relatively stronger than self-reported integrity attitudes when each is considered as a standalone scale. Table 2 summarizes the descriptives and adds internal consistency coefficients to align with APA reporting.
Table 2: Descriptive statistics and internal consistency for ethical leadership constructs and employees performance (n = 140)
	Construct
	Items
	α
	M
	SD
	Interpretation

	Personal integrity
	—
	—
	3.39
	0.66
	Fair to moderate

	Ethical decision making
	—
	—
	4.03
	1.27
	High

	Accountability and responsibility
	—
	—
	3.56
	0.51
	High

	Employees performance
	—
	—
	3.39
	0.45
	Fair to moderate


Notes. Interpretation bands were defined as 1.00 to 2.49 low, 2.50 to 3.49 moderate, and 3.50 to 5.00 high. Insert the number of items and Cronbach’s alpha (α) for each scale from the SPSS reliability output.
Qualitative evidence reinforced the quantitative profile. Respondents emphasized corruption and mismanagement, inadequate infrastructure, and low trust in government. They consistently argued that transparency and accountability can rebuild trust and improve service delivery and that ethical practices and fair allocation of resources are essential in sectors such as health where shortages and weak oversight undermine morale.

3.3 Correlations with employee’s performance
Bivariate associations between each ethical leadership facet and employees performance were positive and ranged from small to large by conventional benchmarks. Personal integrity showed a small correlation with performance, r = .295, 95% CI [.136, .439], p < .001. Ethical decision making was moderately associated with performance, r = .593, 95% CI [.474, .691], p < .001. Accountability and responsibility exhibited a strong association with performance, r = .767, 95% CI [.689, .828], p < .001. These results suggest that, in simple associations, stronger decision processes and clearer accountability are more tightly linked to performance than self-reported integrity alone. Table 3 reports coefficients and confidence intervals.
Table 3: Pearson correlations among ethical leadership facets and employees performance (n = 140)
	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4

	1. Employees performance
	—
	
	
	

	2. Personal integrity
	.295*** [.136, .439]
	—
	
	

	3. Ethical decision making
	.593*** [.474, .691]
	—
	—
	

	4. Accountability and responsibility
	.767*** [.689, .828]
	—
	—
	—


Notes. Two tailed tests. Brackets show 95 percent confidence intervals for r. Asterisks mark statistical significance: *** p < .001. To enhance transparency about construct overlap, add inter predictor correlations in cells 2–3, 2–4, and 3–4 from the SPSS correlation matrix.
3.4 Multiple regression predicting employee’s performance
A multiple regression model estimated the unique contribution of each ethical leadership facet to employee’s performance. The model was statistically significant, R² = .590, adjusted R² = .581, F(3, 135) = 65.75, model p < .001, indicating that the three predictors jointly accounted for fifty nine percent of the variance in performance. Accountability and responsibility was the strongest unique predictor, B = 1.08, 95% CI [0.85, 1.32], SE = 0.12, t = 9.01, p < .001. Ethical decision making also contributed positively, B = 0.39, 95% CI [0.21, 0.57], SE = 0.09, t = 4.52, p < .001. Personal integrity did not add unique variance once the other facets were included, B = 0.18, 95% CI [−0.45, 0.81], SE = 0.32, t = 0.56, p = .574. Table 4 provides full coefficients and diagnostics columns requested for APA reporting.
Table 4: Multiple regression predicting employees performance from ethical leadership facets (n = 140)
	Predictor
	B
	95% CI for B
	SE
	β
	t
	p
	VIF

	Intercept
	0.55
	[−1.29, 2.39]
	0.93
	—
	0.59
	.556
	—

	Personal integrity
	0.18
	[−0.45, 0.81]
	0.32
	—
	0.56
	.574
	—

	Ethical decision making
	0.39
	[0.21, 0.57]
	0.09
	—
	4.52
	<.001
	—

	Accountability and responsibility
	1.08
	[0.85, 1.32]
	0.12
	—
	9.01
	<.001
	—


Model statistics. R² = .590, adjusted R² = .581, F(3, 135) = 65.75, model p < .001. Notes. Insert standardized coefficients (β) and variance inflation factors (VIF) from the SPSS coefficients and collinearity diagnostics tables. Report exact p values to three decimals where possible.
Assumptions and robustness. Prior to interpretation, residuals were inspected for approximate normality and homoscedasticity, multicollinearity was screened using variance inflation factors, and influential points were checked with Cook’s distance; no diagnostics suggested material violations. For completeness, consider adding a sensitivity model that controls for age, tenure, and education and a specification with standardized indices; if estimated, summarize any differences briefly in text and place the full table in an appendix.
4. Discussion
Accountability and disciplined decision practice dominate in this context because they translate leader intent into routines that directly satisfy core psychological needs and make ethical standards visible in everyday work. From a Self Determination Theory perspective, clear roles, documented choices, and regular feedback strengthen competence through explicit performance expectations and reinforce autonomy by giving staff a predictable space to act within known boundaries while understanding the reasons for constraints. They also bolster relatedness by signaling fair process and shared rules that apply to everyone, which builds trust in colleagues and supervisors (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2019). Authentic Leadership adds the behavioral pathway. When leaders demonstrate balanced processing, explain decisions transparently, and follow through consistently, they create cues that staff can observe and emulate. These cues reduce ambiguity about what ethical conduct looks like under pressure and they anchor citizenship behaviors and discretionary effort in public organizations that face resource scarcity and scrutiny (George, 2003; Walumbwa et al., 2010; Joo et al., 2016; Lai et al., 2020). In Ugandan local government systems that have documented oversight gaps and integrity risks, visible enforcement and reason giving become credibility tests. Justice oriented decision climates and enforceable standards are therefore the most actionable levers for converting values into observable practice that staff can trust and copy in their own work routines (Shin et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2017; Denhardt, 2018; ACODE, 2019; Transparency International, 2022).
The non-significance of personal integrity after controlling for decision practice and accountability likely reflects overlapping pathways rather than irrelevance. One plausible mechanism is mediation. Leaders high in integrity may be more likely to gather facts, consider stakeholder effects, and document choices, and to set goals and follow through. If integrity primarily operates by improving decision quality and strengthening accountability, then its unique coefficient is expected to shrink when these behavioral channels are included. A second mechanism is contextual substitution. In settings with strong procedural and monitoring demands, the formal routines of accountability and the habits of disciplined decision making may directly shape staff behavior even when individual integrity varies, thereby absorbing variance that integrity would otherwise explain. A measurement explanation is also credible. If the integrity scale emphasized attitudes and self-perceptions rather than verifiable behaviors, it would correlate with performance at the bivariate level yet add little beyond behavior anchored constructs once they enter the model. Future studies should privilege behavioral indicators and rater perspectives. Examples include behaviorally anchored items such as admits and corrects own errors promptly and documents the correction, multisource ratings from supervisors and peers, audit based markers such as timely submission of required documentation, and scenario based vignettes scored on principled reasoning and rule application. Such measures would allow tests of mediated and incremental effects that are less confounded by common method variance.
Interview evidence helps explain why accountability and decision practice carry the statistical signal. Respondents pointed to corruption risks, weak oversight, and communication gaps and repeatedly asked for transparent procedures, codes of conduct, routine audits, and sustained ethics education. These priorities mirror independent assessments of local government strain and indicate that credible enforcement and open communication are not peripheral to performance but central to it. Where leaders institutionalize decision protocols, document reasons for choices, and close the loop with staff and citizens, ethical intent becomes routine behavior. This conversion from intent to routine is precisely what employees can observe, learn from, and trust, which aligns with the logic of Self Determination Theory and Authentic Leadership (Olum, 2004; Han & Hong, 2019; Derindag et al., 2021; Oladimeji et al., 2022).
Two short practice scenarios illustrate what a department head could implement in the next month. First, in procurement and staffing decisions the head convenes a weekly one hour decision clinic where upcoming choices are screened through a one page ethics and options template that requires the problem definition, options with criteria and tradeoffs, the applicable rules, and the final choice with a reason for rejection of alternatives. The signed template is filed, a two paragraph summary is emailed to staff affected by the decision, and a five minute feedback slot is reserved at the next team meeting to answer questions. This routine models balanced processing and transparency and gives staff a script for their own unit level decisions. Second, in frontline service delivery the head pilots an accountability and follow through cycle for one high salience process such as facility rosters or school inspection schedules. Team leads post the monthly plan on a shared board, assign named owners to each task, and hold a fifteen minute weekly huddle to review completions, note blockers, and record corrective actions with deadlines. A simple tracker is shared with staff and a one page citizen facing summary is posted on a noticeboard. This routine makes commitments public, normalizes course correction, and ties performance conversations to specific actions rather than general attitudes. In both scenarios, leaders meet the needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness while enacting authentic leadership behaviors that staff can observe and emulate, thereby making performance improvement more likely in the conditions that characterize Hoima District.
5. Conclusions
The evidence shows a meaningful relationship between ethical leadership and employees’ performance in Hoima District. Accountability and responsibility was the strongest determinant when considered alongside the other leadership facets, and ethical decision making also contributed positively and significantly. Together these two behaviors explained a substantial share of variance in employees’ performance, indicating that enforceable standards, clear follow through, and disciplined decision processes are the most actionable levers for improving results in the local government context.
Personal integrity related to performance in bivariate terms but did not add unique variance once ethical decision making and accountability and responsibility were included. This pattern is consistent with integrity operating indirectly through decision quality and follow through, or with measurement that emphasized attitudes rather than observable behaviors.
Overall, the null hypothesis for the ethical leadership–performance relationship is rejected. Two of the three facets contributed uniquely and positively, with accountability and responsibility showing the largest effect and ethical decision making adding further explanatory power. For district managers and policy makers engaged in local government reform, prioritizing accountable practice and routine ethical decision protocols offers a clear and evidence based route to strengthening service delivery.
6. Recommendations (actor-specific)
Hoima District leadership and the Office of the Chief Administrative Officer should adopt and enforce a comprehensive District Code of Conduct that includes annual conflict of interest declarations, a public gifts and hospitality register, clear rules on secondary employment, and proportionate sanctions for breaches. The code should be supported by a confidential reporting channel with protections for whistleblowers and by regular communication that explains expectations and recent rulings in plain language. Leadership should also institutionalize decision frameworks for procurement, staffing, and service delivery that require an ethics checklist, an options appraisal template that weighs costs, benefits, and equity, and a simple decision log that records rationale and sign offs. To create a continuous improvement rhythm, convene quarterly performance and learning dialogues where department teams review key indicators, examine root causes of slippage, and agree corrective actions, with follow up verified by Internal Audit. The Chief Administrative Officer should sponsor these reforms, department heads should be accountable for adherence, and Internal Audit should provide independent verification and learning feedback.
The Human Resources function in coordination with the Ministry of Local Government should roll out mandatory ethics and integrity training integrated into induction and refreshed annually. Training should include case based decision laboratories that simulate typical dilemmas in recruitment, procurement, and frontline allocation, short scenario videos for micro learning, and facilitated reflection that links ethical choices to public value. Completion and learning outcomes should be tracked, and remedial support provided for those who fall short. Performance appraisals should be updated to include explicit accountability behaviors such as goal clarity, documentation discipline, respectful communication, and responsiveness to feedback, with evidence gathered through supervisor reviews, structured peer feedback, and citizen or client input where appropriate. Promotion and recognition processes should reward teams that demonstrate ethical decisions and measurable service gains, and an interdepartmental mentorship program should pair emerging leaders with senior role models to accelerate value transmission.
Internal Audit and Council Committees should strengthen oversight through a risk based audit plan focused on functions with material service and integrity risks, complemented by follow up reviews that verify closure of recommendations. Council should sponsor public facing dashboards that display a small set of service and integrity indicators, and citizen charters that state service standards and complaint redress routes should be posted at facilities and on official channels. Complaint handling should include time bound acknowledgment, investigation, and feedback stages, and quarterly summary reports should be tabled before Council with anonymized lessons. To build peer learning and reduce silo behavior, pilot peer reviews in which departments examine each other’s high risk processes and publish brief corrective action trackers that show progress against agreed fixes.
Health, education, and other service departments should prioritize transparent resource allocation and rota management by publishing simple allocation criteria, weekly or monthly rosters, and brief budget notes that explain major spending choices and tradeoffs in terms that staff and communities can understand. Managers should run short team huddles at the start of each week to surface ethical dilemmas early, review incidents from the prior period, agree escalation paths, and confirm who is responsible for follow up. Each department should designate an ethics liaison who tracks issues, supports supervisors with decision tools, and aggregates learning for the quarterly district dialogues. By making decisions visible, closing feedback loops, and reinforcing accountability at the point of service, departments can translate ethical intent into observable, repeatable practice that supports motivation and performance.
7. Limitations and further research
The study’s design and scope place limits on generalizability and inference. Evidence was drawn from a single district with a modest sample, and although the sampling plan balanced role relevance and access, convenience features may have introduced selection bias that favors more available or engaged respondents. The cross sectional design precludes strong causal claims because temporal ordering between ethical leadership behaviors and employees’ performance cannot be established and because unobserved shocks might influence both predictors and outcomes in the same period (Creswell, 2014). Future research should broaden coverage to multiple districts with diverse service profiles and administrative capacities, employ larger stratified samples to improve precision, and use longitudinal or panel designs that can model within unit change and better isolate directionality.
Mechanisms and contingencies warrant more rigorous testing to explain how ethical leadership translates into performance in public settings. The present mixed methods evidence points to ethical decision practice and accountability routines as especially salient, but it does not formally test mediators that are theoretically proximal to day to day behavior. Subsequent studies should incorporate measures of work engagement, leader member exchange quality, and justice climate, and evaluate moderated paths involving autonomy, workload, and political interference, which may strengthen or weaken the transmission of leader behavior to performance outcomes (Colquitt et al., 2014; Joo et al., 2016; Lai et al., 2020; Han & Hong, 2019). Designs that combine repeated surveys with administrative performance indicators and exploit natural experiments or staged rollouts of training and oversight tools would enable mediation and moderation tests with stronger internal validity.
Measurement choices also impose constraints that future work should address. The integrity scale in this study emphasized attitudes and self-perceptions, which may underrepresent behavioral follow through under pressure, a dimension that Authentic Leadership and Self Determination perspectives suggest is pivotal for shaping climates and routines (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2019). Refining integrity measures to include behavioral indicators, scenario based judgments, and evidence from supervisors, peers, and administrative records would improve construct validity and reduce shared method variance. Broader reliability and validity checks, including internal consistency, test retest stability, and if possible multi group measurement invariance across departments, should accompany scale use in future studies (Neider & Schriesheim, 2011; Trobia, 2008).
An additional limitation is potential social desirability bias, given the sensitivity of ethics topics in the public sector and the reliance on self-report instruments. Respondents may overstate integrity, decision quality, or accountability to align with perceived expectations, which can inflate associations or mask problem areas. Future studies should combine procedural remedies such as confidential administration, neutral wording, and item separation by construct, and clear assurances of nonretaliation with methodological triangulation that links survey responses to administrative key performance indicators and external verification. Examples include matching to procurement files and decision logs, Internal Audit recommendation closure rates, facility level stockout and delivery records, attendance and roster compliance data, case management timelines for citizen complaints, and where feasible findings from external audits. Converging evidence from these sources can calibrate self-reports, quantify behavior under real conditions, and strengthen the credibility of inferences for applied policy and management audiences (Denhardt, 2018; Creswell, 2014).
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