



Ethical Leadership and Employee Proactivity: The Serial Mediation of Trust, Psychological Safety and Psychological Empowerment 

Abstract
Background: Ethical leadership plays a crucial role in fostering employee proactive behavior by building trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment. Through these sequential psychological mechanisms, employees become more confident to take initiative and contribute to constructive organizational change.
Purpose – This study investigates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity by examining the serial mediating roles of trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment. The study examined the how Trust mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity, psychological safety mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity. Although ethical leadership has attracted considerable scholarly attention, the sequential psychological mechanisms through which it fosters proactive employee behaviour remain insufficiently theorised and empirically tested, particularly within sub-Saharan African organisational contexts.
Design/methodology/approach – A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was employed. Data were collected from 366 employees across public and private sector organisations in Ghana. Hypotheses were tested using partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) with SmartPLS 4.0. Both measurement and structural models were assessed, and serial mediation effects were examined using bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples.
Findings – Ethical leadership positively predicted employee proactivity both directly (β = 0.18, p < .001) and indirectly through multiple mediating pathways. The full serial mediation path (ethical leadership → trust → psychological safety → psychological empowerment → employee proactivity) was significant (β = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.02, 0.06]). The model accounted for 51% of the variance in employee proactivity. The findings demonstrate that ethical leadership influences proactivity both directly and through a cascading psychological pathway. Trust serves as the relational foundation, enabling psychological safety, which in turn fosters psychological empowerment and ultimately drives proactive behaviour.
Conclusion: The study advances Social Exchange Theory by specifying a cascading psychological mechanism linking ethical leadership to proactive behaviour. It provides robust contextual evidence from Ghana, enhancing the cross-cultural generalisability of ethical leadership research. The organisations should invest in ethical leadership development programmes that go beyond general leadership training to specifically target integrity, fairness, and two-way communication competencies. 
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1. Introduction
In an era characterised by rapid technological disruption, globalisation, and increasingly volatile organisational environments, employee proactivity that is the self-initiated, future-oriented behaviour aimed at bringing about constructive change has become a critical determinant of organisational competitiveness (Parker et al., 2019; Bindl and Parker, 2021). Proactive employees do not merely respond to environmental demands; they anticipate problems, seek opportunities, and take action to shape their work contexts (Crant, 2020). Consequently, understanding the leadership antecedents that cultivate proactive behaviour has become a focal concern for both scholars and practitioners (Den Hartog and Belschak, 2023).
Ethical leadership, defined 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 (Brown et al., 2005), has emerged as a particularly relevant leadership paradigm. Empirical evidence confirms that ethical leadership enhances a range of positive employee outcomes, including voice behaviour, organisational citizenship, and performance (Bedi et al., 2022; Ng & Feldman, 2023). However, the specific psychological mechanisms through which ethical leadership translates into proactive behaviour remain insufficiently understood, particularly the sequential unfolding of these mechanisms (Walumbwa et al., 2023).
The existing literature has identified trust (Dirks & Ferrin, 2019), psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2022), and psychological empowerment (Spreitzer & Doneson, 2021) as individual mediators between various leadership styles and employee outcomes. However, three critical gaps persist. First, these mediators have been examined predominantly in isolation, neglecting the possibility that they operate sequentially, forming a chain of psychological responses to ethical leadership (Walumbwa et al., 2023). Secondly, the theoretical integration of these mechanisms within a single model remains underdeveloped; social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1986) suggest a cascading process whereby ethical leadership first builds trust, which enables psychological safety, which in turn fosters empowerment and ultimately proactive behaviour (Ko et al., 2023). Thirdly, the vast majority of ethical leadership research has been conducted in Western and East Asian settings, with sub-Saharan Africa particularly Ghana receiving scant empirical attention (Dartey-Baah & Ampofo, 2022; Ansah et al., 2024), despite the unique cultural, institutional, and organisational dynamics that may shape the leadership–proactivity relationship in these contexts.
This study addresses these gaps by proposing and testing a serial mediation model in which ethical leadership influences employee proactivity through the sequential pathways of trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment. Drawing on social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964), we argue that ethical leaders initiate a chain of social exchanges: their integrity and fairness engender follower trust, which creates a psychologically safe environment for risk-taking, which empowers employees to exercise initiative, ultimately manifesting as proactive behaviour.
The study contributes to the literature in several respects. Theoretically, it extends SET by articulating a four-stage serial mediation mechanism, moving beyond simple direct and single-mediator models. Methodologically, it employs PLS-SEM with bootstrapped serial mediation analysis, providing robust evidence for indirect effects. Contextually, by situating the study in Ghana, it responds to calls for leadership research in non-Western settings (Dartey-Baah and Ampofo, 2022) and offers insights relevant to organisations operating in sub-Saharan African contexts. The remainder of this paper presents the theoretical framework and hypotheses, followed by the methodology, results, discussion, and implications.
2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
2.1 Theoretical framework
This study is primarily grounded in social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964), which posits that social relationships are formed through a series of exchanges governed by the norm of reciprocity (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2020). When leaders behave ethically—demonstrating fairness, integrity, and concern for followers—employees perceive these behaviours as positive social exchanges, generating feelings of obligation to reciprocate through constructive workplace behaviours (Blau, 1964; Brown et al., 2005). We complement SET with social learning theory (SLT; Bandura, 1986), which explains that followers observe, model, and internalise their leaders’ ethical behaviour, thereby developing attitudes and behaviours consistent with the values demonstrated by their leaders (Brown and Treviño, 2022).
Within this integrated theoretical lens, we propose that ethical leadership initiates a cascading exchange process: leaders’ ethical conduct first generates trust (a relational exchange), which enables psychological safety (a climate perception), which in turn fosters psychological empowerment (a motivational state), ultimately leading to employee proactivity (a behavioural outcome). This serial mediation model captures the temporal and psychological unfolding of the leadership–proactivity relationship.
2.2 Hypotheses development
2.2.1 Ethical leadership and employee proactivity
Ethical leaders, through their fairness, integrity, and participative decision-making, create conditions that encourage employees to go beyond their prescribed roles (Brown et al., 2005; Bedi et al., 2022). SET suggests that when employees perceive leaders as ethical, they feel a sense of obligation to reciprocate through discretionary and future-oriented behaviours (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2023). Empirical evidence supports a positive association between ethical leadership and proactive behaviour across diverse samples (Tu & Lu, 2019; Ko et al., 2023; Ng and Feldman, 2023). In the Ghanaian context, where hierarchical relationships and respect for authority are culturally salient (Dartey-Baah & Ampofo, 2022), ethical leadership may be particularly potent in signalling that initiative-taking is valued. Therefore:
H1. Ethical leadership is positively associated with employee proactivity.
2.2.2 Ethical leadership and trust
Trust—the willingness to be vulnerable to another party based on positive expectations of their intentions and behaviour (Mayer et al., 1995)—is a cornerstone of social exchange relationships (Dirks and Ferrin, 2019). Ethical leaders, by consistently demonstrating integrity, transparency, and fairness, build trustworthiness in the eyes of followers (Lu, 2022). Meta-analytic evidence confirms that ethical leadership is a strong predictor of trust (Bedi et al., 2022), and longitudinal studies demonstrate that these trust effects are durable over time (Newman et al., 2020). Therefore:
H2. Ethical leadership is positively associated with trust.
2.2.3 Trust and psychological safety
Psychological safety, defined as a shared belief that the team or work environment is safe for interpersonal risk-taking (Edmondson, 1999), requires a foundation of trust (Edmondson and Lei, 2022). When employees trust their leaders, they perceive lower interpersonal risks associated with speaking up, admitting mistakes, or proposing novel ideas (Frazier et al., 2022). Empirical studies confirm that trust is a significant antecedent of psychological safety across organisational settings (Newman et al., 2020; Carmeli et al., 2021). Therefore:
H3. Trust is positively associated with psychological safety.
2.2.4 Psychological safety and psychological empowerment
Psychological empowerment a motivational construct comprising meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact (Spreitzer, 1995) flourishes when employees feel psychologically safe (Spreitzer and Doneson, 2021). In safe environments, employees are more willing to experiment, take ownership of tasks, and develop a sense of personal agency (Zhang and Bartol, 2023). Research demonstrates that psychological safety positively predicts empowerment by removing the fear of negative consequences associated with autonomous action (Lee et al., 2022; Frazier et al., 2022). Therefore:
H4. Psychological safety is positively associated with psychological empowerment.
2.2.5 Psychological empowerment and employee proactivity
Empowered employees, possessing a heightened sense of meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact, are intrinsically motivated to engage in proactive behaviour (Spreitzer, 1995; Parker et al., 2019). When employees feel empowered, they are more likely to take initiative, champion change, and anticipate future challenges (Bindl and Parker, 2021). Empirical evidence consistently links psychological empowerment to proactive work behaviours including personal initiative, voice, and innovative behaviour (Laschinger et al., 2021; Zhang and Bartol, 2023). Therefore:
H5. Psychological empowerment is positively associated with employee proactivity.
2.2.6 Simple mediation effects
Building upon the preceding arguments, we propose that trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment each individually mediate the ethical leadership–proactivity relationship. Ethical leaders engender trust (H2), which is associated with proactive behaviour through enhanced relational quality (Dirks and Ferrin, 2019). Similarly, ethical leadership creates psychological safety, which encourages risk-taking inherent in proactive behaviour (Edmondson and Lei, 2022). Ethical leadership also fosters empowerment, which provides the motivational impetus for initiative (Spreitzer and Doneson, 2021). Therefore:
H6. Trust mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity.
H7. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity.
H8. Psychological empowerment mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity.
2.2.7 Serial mediation: the cascading mechanism
We propose that the most theoretically complete pathway from ethical leadership to employee proactivity unfolds sequentially through all three mediators. SET suggests a chain of exchanges: ethical leadership first builds trust (a relational foundation), trust enables psychological safety (a climate of openness), and psychological safety fosters empowerment (a motivational state), which ultimately drives proactive behaviour (Blau, 1964; Ko et al., 2023). This serial mediation captures the cascading psychological process that simple mediation models cannot fully articulate (Hayes, 2022). No study to date has tested this complete serial pathway. Therefore:
H9. Trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment serially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity.
3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research design and philosophy
This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design grounded in a positivist research philosophy. A cross-sectional approach was appropriate given the study’s objective of testing theoretically derived hypotheses about relationships among latent constructs (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). The positivist orientation facilitated objective measurement and statistical hypothesis testing through PLS-SEM.
3.2 Population and sampling
The target population comprised full-time employees working in both public and private sector organisations across Accra, Ghana. A multi-stage stratified sampling technique was employed. Organisations were first stratified by sector (public vs. private), then by size (large vs. medium). Departments within selected organisations were randomly chosen, and employees within those departments were invited to participate. The minimum sample size was calculated using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009), yielding a requirement of 138 participants (five predictors, f² = 0.15, power = 0.95, α = 0.05). Following Hair et al.’s (2022) recommendation to exceed the minimum by at least a factor of two, a target of 420 surveys was distributed. A total of 382 questionnaires were returned (91.0% response rate), of which 366 were usable after removing incomplete responses (n = 366).
3.3 Data collection procedures
Data were collected between January and April 2024 through self-administered structured questionnaires. Questionnaires were distributed in person and via online platforms (Qualtrics) to accommodate respondent preferences. Participation was voluntary, and anonymity was guaranteed. 
3.4 Measures and instruments
Ethical Leadership. Measured using Brown et al.’s (2005) 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS). Sample items include “My supervisor listens to what employees have to say” and “My supervisor sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics.” Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The ELS has demonstrated strong validity across cultures (α = 0.89–0.94; Bedi et al., 2022; Ng and Feldman, 2023).
Trust. Assessed using Robinson’s (1996) 7-item Trust Scale, adapted for organisational settings. Sample items include “I believe my supervisor has high integrity” and “My supervisor is not always honest and truthful” (reverse coded). A 5-point Likert scale was employed (α = 0.85–0.91; Dirks and Ferrin, 2019; Newman et al., 2020).
Psychological Safety. Measured using Edmondson’s (1999) 7-item Psychological Safety Scale. Sample items include “It is safe to take a risk in this team” and “Members of this team are able to bring up problems and tough issues.” A 5-point Likert scale was used (α = 0.82–0.91; Frazier et al., 2022; Edmondson and Lei, 2022).
Psychological Empowerment. Assessed using Spreitzer’s (1995) 12-item Psychological Empowerment Scale, capturing four dimensions: meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact. Sample items include “The work I do is meaningful to me” and “I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job.” A 5-point Likert scale was employed (α = 0.87–0.93; Spreitzer and Doneson, 2021; Lee et al., 2022).
Employee Proactivity. Measured using the 10-item Proactive Behaviour Scale developed by Parker and Collins (2010), encompassing proactive idea implementation, proactive problem solving, and voice behaviour. Sample items include “I actively attack problems instead of passively waiting for them to sort themselves out.” A 5-point Likert scale was used (α = 0.84–0.90; Bindl and Parker, 2021; Crant, 2020). All constructs were specified as reflective.
3.5 Data analysis strategy
PLS-SEM was selected as the analytical technique using SmartPLS 4.0 software. PLS-SEM is appropriate for this study because: (a) the model emphasises both prediction and explanation; (b) the model includes serial mediation requiring simultaneous estimation of multiple indirect effects; (c) preliminary normality tests indicated non-normal distribution of several indicators; and (d) PLS-SEM performs well with moderate sample sizes (Hair et al., 2022, 2024; Henseler et al., 2016). The analysis followed the two-stage approach: measurement model assessment followed by structural model evaluation (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988).
3.5.1 Common method variance
Given the cross-sectional, self-report design, procedural and statistical remedies were employed to address common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2018). Procedurally, respondent anonymity was guaranteed, items were randomised, and psychological separation was introduced through buffer items. Statistically, Harman’s single-factor test extracted 24.8% of the total variance (well below 50%), and full collinearity VIF values ranged from 1.67 to 2.31 (below the 3.3 threshold; Kock, 2015), indicating that CMV does not pose a significant threat.
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4.1 Sample characteristics
Table 1 presents the demographic profile of the 366 respondents. The sample comprised 55.7% males and 44.3% females. The largest age group was 31–40 years (37.4%). Nearly three-quarters of respondents held a bachelor’s degree or higher. In terms of tenure, the majority (35.0%) had 3–7 years of organisational experience, and the sample was nearly evenly split between public (54.1%) and private (45.9%) sector employees.
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (N = 366)
	Variable
	Category
	n
	%

	Gender
	Male
	204
	55.7

	
	Female
	162
	44.3

	Age (years)
	18–30
	98
	26.8

	
	31–40
	137
	37.4

	
	41–50
	89
	24.3

	
	51 and above
	42
	11.5

	Education
	Diploma/HND
	67
	18.3

	
	Bachelor’s degree
	164
	44.8

	
	Master’s degree
	109
	29.8

	
	Doctoral degree
	26
	7.1

	Tenure (years)
	Less than 3
	82
	22.4

	
	3–7
	128
	35.0

	
	8–15
	104
	28.4

	
	More than 15
	52
	14.2

	Sector
	Public
	198
	54.1

	
	Private
	168
	45.9



4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlations
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, bivariate correlations, and variance inflation factor (VIF) values. All constructs had means above the midpoint of the 5-point scale, indicating generally favourable perceptions. Correlations were positive and significant (p < .01), ranging from .44 to .61. VIF values ranged from 1.67 to 2.31, all well below the threshold of 5.0, confirming the absence of multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2022).
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Collinearity (N = 366)
	Variable
	M
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. EL
	4.08
	0.69
	
	
	
	
	

	2. TR
	3.94
	0.72
	.51**
	
	
	
	

	3. PS
	3.87
	0.74
	.44**
	.58**
	
	
	

	4. PE
	3.91
	0.70
	.47**
	.52**
	.61**
	
	

	5. EP
	3.79
	0.78
	.49**
	.46**
	.53**
	.59**
	


Note. EL = Ethical Leadership; TR = Trust; PS = Psychological Safety; PE = Psychological Empowerment; EP = Employee Proactivity. **p < .01 (two-tailed).
4.3 Measurement model assessment
The measurement model was evaluated for internal consistency reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity in accordance with Hair et al. (2022). As presented in Table 3, Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.88 to 0.92, composite reliability (CR) values ranged from 0.91 to 0.94, and rho_A values ranged from 0.89 to 0.93, all exceeding the 0.70 threshold. Outer loadings ranged from 0.76 to 0.84, surpassing the recommended 0.70 cutoff. Average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.62 to 0.66, exceeding the 0.50 threshold, thereby confirming convergent validity (Henseler et al., 2016).
Table 3: Measurement Model: Reliability and Convergent Validity
	Construct / Item
	Loading
	α
	rho_A
	CR
	AVE
	VIF

	Ethical Leadership
	
	0.92
	0.93
	0.94
	0.64
	

	  EL1
	0.82
	
	
	
	
	2.18

	  EL2
	0.79
	
	
	
	
	1.96

	  EL3
	0.84
	
	
	
	
	2.34

	  EL4
	0.77
	
	
	
	
	1.88

	  EL5
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	2.07

	  EL6
	0.81
	
	
	
	
	2.15

	Trust
	
	0.89
	0.90
	0.92
	0.65
	

	  TR1
	0.83
	
	
	
	
	2.21

	  TR2
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	2.03

	  TR3
	0.78
	
	
	
	
	1.91

	  TR4
	0.81
	
	
	
	
	2.09

	  TR5
	0.82
	
	
	
	
	2.16

	Psych. Safety
	
	0.90
	0.91
	0.93
	0.66
	

	  PS1
	0.84
	
	
	
	
	2.29

	  PS2
	0.81
	
	
	
	
	2.07

	  PS3
	0.79
	
	
	
	
	1.94

	  PS4
	0.83
	
	
	
	
	2.23

	  PS5
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	2.04

	Psych. Empowerment
	
	0.91
	0.92
	0.93
	0.63
	

	  PE1
	0.82
	
	
	
	
	2.17

	  PE2
	0.78
	
	
	
	
	1.93

	  PE3
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	2.05

	  PE4
	0.83
	
	
	
	
	2.24

	  PE5
	0.76
	
	
	
	
	1.84

	  PE6
	0.79
	
	
	
	
	1.97

	Employee Proactivity
	
	0.88
	0.89
	0.91
	0.62
	

	  EP1
	0.81
	
	
	
	
	2.11

	  EP2
	0.78
	
	
	
	
	1.95

	  EP3
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	2.04

	  EP4
	0.77
	
	
	
	
	1.89

	  EP5
	0.79
	
	
	
	
	1.98


Note. α = Cronbach’s alpha; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.
Discriminant validity was assessed using the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT). As shown in Table 4, all HTMT values ranged from 0.52 to 0.69, well below the strict threshold of 0.85 (Henseler et al., 2016), confirming that all constructs are empirically distinct.
Table 4: Discriminant Validity: Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)
	Construct
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. EL
	
	
	
	
	

	2. TR
	0.59
	
	
	
	

	3. PS
	0.52
	0.66
	
	
	

	4. PE
	0.55
	0.61
	0.69
	
	

	5. EP
	0.57
	0.54
	0.62
	0.67
	


Note. All HTMT values are below the 0.85 strict threshold.
4.4 Structural model assessment
Following confirmation of the measurement model, the structural model was evaluated. Inner VIF values were all below 3.0, confirming the absence of collinearity. Bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples was employed to assess path coefficients, statistical significance, and confidence intervals (Hair et al., 2024).
4.4.1 Explanatory and predictive power
Table 5 reports R², adjusted R², effect sizes (f²), and predictive relevance (Q²). The model explained 51% of the variance in employee proactivity (R² = 0.51), which is substantial (Cohen, 1988). R² values for trust (0.26), psychological safety (0.38), and psychological empowerment (0.44) ranged from moderate to substantial. Effect sizes (f²) for ethical leadership’s effect on trust (0.35) and trust’s effect on psychological safety (0.22) were medium to large. All Q² values exceeded zero (0.16–0.31), confirming adequate predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2022).
Table 5: Coefficient of Determination, Effect Sizes, and Predictive Relevance
	Endogenous Variable
	R²
	Adj. R²
	f²
	Q²

	Trust
	0.26
	0.26
	0.35
	0.16

	Psychological Safety
	0.38
	0.37
	0.22
	0.24

	Psych. Empowerment
	0.44
	0.43
	0.18
	0.27

	Employee Proactivity
	0.51
	0.50
	—
	0.31


Note. f² effect sizes: 0.02 = small, 0.15 = medium, 0.35 = large (Cohen, 1988). Q² > 0 indicates predictive relevance.
4.4.2 Hypothesis testing
Table 6 presents the complete results of the structural model analysis. All nine hypotheses were supported.
Regarding direct effects, ethical leadership was positively and significantly related to employee proactivity (β = 0.18, t = 3.60, p < .001; H1 supported). Ethical leadership strongly predicted trust (β = 0.51, t = 10.20, p < .001; H2 supported). Trust significantly predicted psychological safety (β = 0.47, t = 9.40, p < .001; H3 supported). Psychological safety was positively associated with psychological empowerment (β = 0.43, t = 8.60, p < .001; H4 supported). Psychological empowerment significantly predicted employee proactivity (β = 0.34, t = 6.80, p < .001; H5 supported).
Regarding simple mediation effects, trust mediated the ethical leadership–proactivity relationship (β = 0.09, t = 3.00, p = .003, 95% CI [0.04, 0.15]; H6 supported). Psychological safety (β = 0.08, t = 2.67, p = .008, 95% CI [0.03, 0.14]; H7 supported) and psychological empowerment (β = 0.10, t = 3.33, p = .001, 95% CI [0.05, 0.16]; H8 supported) also served as significant individual mediators.
Critically, the full serial mediation path—ethical leadership → trust → psychological safety → psychological empowerment → employee proactivity—was statistically significant (β = 0.04, t = 4.00, p < .001, 95% CI [0.02, 0.06]; H9 supported). Because the direct effect of ethical leadership on proactivity remained significant in the presence of all mediators, the results indicate partial mediation (Zhao et al., 2010).
Table 6: Structural Model Results: Hypothesis Testing (Bootstrapping, 5,000 Subsamples)
	Hypothesis / Path
	β
	SE
	t
	p
	95% CI
	Sup.?
	Effect Type

	H1: EL → EP
	0.18
	0.05
	3.60
	< .001
	[0.09, 0.28]
	supported
	Direct

	H2: EL → TR
	0.51
	0.05
	10.20
	< .001
	[0.42, 0.61]
	Yes
	Direct

	H3: TR → PS
	0.47
	0.05
	9.40
	< .001
	[0.37, 0.57]
	Yes
	Direct

	H4: PS → PE
	0.43
	0.05
	8.60
	< .001
	[0.33, 0.53]
	Yes
	Direct

	H5: PE → EP
	0.34
	0.05
	6.80
	< .001
	[0.24, 0.44]
	Yes
	Direct

	H6: EL → TR → EP
	0.09
	0.03
	3.00
	.003
	[0.04, 0.15]
	Yes
	Simple med.

	H7: EL → PS → EP
	0.08
	0.03
	2.67
	.008
	[0.03, 0.14]
	Yes
	Simple med.

	H8: EL → PE → EP
	0.10
	0.03
	3.33
	.001
	[0.05, 0.16]
	Yes
	Simple med.

	H9: EL→TR→PS→PE→EP
	0.04
	0.01
	4.00
	< .001
	[0.02, 0.06]
	Yes
	Serial med.


Note. β = standardised path coefficient; SE = standard error; CI = bias-corrected confidence interval. H6–H8 = simple mediation; H9 = serial mediation. Sup.? = Supported?
5. Discussion
This study investigated the serial mediating roles of trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment in the relationship between ethical leadership and employee proactivity. The findings make several noteworthy contributions to the organisational behaviour literature.
The significant direct effect of ethical leadership on employee proactivity (H1) is consistent with prior meta-analytic evidence (Bedi et al., 2022; Ng and Feldman, 2023) and extends these findings to the Ghanaian organisational context, where cultural emphases on respect for authority and communal values (Dartey-Baah and Ampofo, 2022) might have either amplified or dampened this relationship. The significant positive effect suggests that even within hierarchical cultural contexts, ethical leadership behaviours—fairness, integrity, participative decision-making effectively signal that proactive initiative is encouraged and valued (Ko et al., 2023).
The strong ethical leadership–trust relationship (H2; β = 0.51) reinforces the centrality of trust as the foundational currency of social exchange between leaders and followers (Blau, 1964; Dirks and Ferrin, 2019). This finding aligns with Lu (2022) and Newman et al. (2020), confirming that when leaders consistently demonstrate ethical behaviour, followers develop confidence in their leaders’ intentions and integrity. The trust–psychological safety pathway (H3; β = 0.47) supports Edmondson and Lei’s (2022) theoretical proposition that trust creates the interpersonal foundation upon which psychological safety is built. This cascading pattern—from relational trust to climate safety—represents a critical theoretical insight: psychological safety is not merely an individual perception but an emergent state that depends on pre-existing relational trust (Frazier et al., 2022; Carmeli et al., 2021).
The psychological safety–empowerment link (H4; β = 0.43) confirms that psychologically safe environments provide the fertile ground in which empowerment can take root (Spreitzer and Doneson, 2021; Lee et al., 2022). When employees feel safe from interpersonal threats, they are more willing to exercise autonomy, take ownership, and develop a sense of personal impact—the core dimensions of psychological empowerment (Spreitzer, 1995). The empowerment–proactivity relationship (H5; β = 0.34) corroborates established theory that empowered employees possess the motivational resources necessary for self-initiated, change-oriented behaviour (Parker et al., 2019; Zhang and Bartol, 2023).
The serial mediation finding (H9) is the most significant contribution of this study. The significant indirect effect through the complete chain (EL → TR → PS → PE → EP; β = 0.04, p < .001) demonstrates that ethical leadership’s influence on proactivity is not merely transmitted through a single psychological mechanism but unfolds through a cascading sequence of relational, climatic, and motivational processes. This finding extends SET beyond simple dyadic exchange to articulate a multi-stage exchange mechanism (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2020), offering a more nuanced and processual account of how leadership shapes proactive behaviour.
6. Theoretical Implications
This study makes three theoretical contributions. First, it extends social exchange theory by demonstrating that the ethical leadership–proactivity relationship unfolds through a cascading chain of exchanges involving trust, psychological safety, and empowerment. This serial mechanism moves beyond the simplistic input–output models that have dominated SET-based leadership research and offers a more processual understanding of how leadership effects are transmitted across psychological domains (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2020). Second, it bridges micro-level (trust, empowerment) and meso-level (psychological safety) constructs within a single theoretical framework, responding to calls for multi-level integration in organisational behaviour research (Edmondson and Lei, 2022). Third, it contributes to the growing body of evidence on ethical leadership in non-Western contexts, demonstrating that the leadership–proactivity mechanism identified in Western studies holds in Ghana, thereby enhancing the external validity of existing theoretical models (Dartey-Baah and Ampofo, 2022; Ansah et al., 2024).
7. Practical Implications
The findings carry several actionable implications for organisational practice. First, organisations should invest in ethical leadership development programmes that go beyond general leadership training to specifically target integrity, fairness, and two-way communication competencies (Brown and Treviño, 2022). In the Ghanaian context, where hierarchical norms can inhibit upward communication, ethical leadership training should explicitly address the importance of creating non-threatening channels for employee voice (Ansah et al., 2024).
Second, given the critical mediating role of trust, human resource management (HRM) systems should be designed to reinforce leader trustworthiness through transparent performance management, consistent policy application, and accountability mechanisms (Dirks and Ferrin, 2019). Third, organisations should actively cultivate psychologically safe climates through team-based interventions, error-management cultures, and recognition of constructive dissent (Edmondson and Lei, 2022; Frazier et al., 2022). Fourth, empowerment-oriented job design—including autonomy, skill variety, and decision-making authority—should be institutionalised to ensure that the motivational benefits of safety and trust translate into proactive behaviour (Spreitzer and Doneson, 2021).
At the policy level, Ghanaian public sector reform initiatives aimed at enhancing employee performance should incorporate ethical leadership standards into governance frameworks, recognising that sustainable performance improvements require the cascading psychological conditions of trust, safety, and empowerment identified in this study (Dartey-Baah and Ampofo, 2022).
8. Limitations and Future Research
Several limitations warrant acknowledgement. First, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inference regarding the sequential unfolding of the serial mediation pathway; future studies should adopt longitudinal or experience sampling designs to capture the temporal dynamics of trust, safety, empowerment, and proactivity as they develop over time (Parker et al., 2019). Second, reliance on self-report data introduces common method variance risk, although statistical remedies indicated that CMV was not a significant threat. Future research could incorporate multi-source data (e.g., supervisor-rated proactivity, team-level safety perceptions) to strengthen causal claims (Podsakoff et al., 2018). Third, the study was conducted in Ghana, and whilst this contextual contribution is a strength, generalisability to other national and cultural settings should not be assumed; replication across sub-Saharan African countries and cross-cultural comparative studies are encouraged (Ansah et al., 2024). Fourth, the model did not examine boundary conditions; future studies should investigate moderating variables such as power distance orientation, leader–member exchange quality, or organisational culture that may strengthen or weaken the serial mediation chain (Ko et al., 2023). Finally, qualitative or mixed-methods research could provide richer insights into how employees experience the trust–safety–empowerment cascade in their daily interactions with ethical leaders (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
9. Conclusion
This study investigated how ethical leadership promotes employee proactivity through the serial mediating roles of trust, psychological safety, and psychological empowerment. Utilising PLS-SEM analysis on data from 366 employees across public and private sector organisations in Ghana, the findings demonstrate that ethical leadership influences proactivity both directly and through a cascading psychological pathway. Trust serves as the relational foundation, enabling psychological safety, which in turn fosters psychological empowerment and ultimately drives proactive behaviour. This serial mediation model extends social exchange theory by articulating a multi-stage mechanism and provides evidence from an underrepresented sub-Saharan African context. As organisations across Ghana and beyond seek to cultivate workforces that take initiative and drive constructive change, the findings underscore that ethical leadership is not merely a moral imperative but a strategic enabler of the trust, safety, and empowerment conditions that sustain proactive behaviour.
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