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Abstract

In knowledge-intensive professions such as auditing, positive workplace relationships are
essential to effective performance. Yet, the specific mechanisms through which ethical
leadership encourages critical, collaborative behaviours, such as knowledge sharing, remain
underexplored. This study addresses this gap by examining how organisational justice
and interpersonal trust serve as dual pathways that translate ethical leadership into the
sharing of knowledge within audit teams. Using a cross-sectional survey design, data were
collected from 232 auditing professionals in Iran and analysed via Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM). The results confirm that ethical leadership is significantly associated with
promoting knowledge sharing. More importantly, this relationship is robustly mediated by
both organisational justice and trust, revealing a dual-channel mechanism through which
leadership exerts its influence. The primary contribution of this research lies in empirically
demonstrating this integrated model, illustrating that ethical leaders foster collaboration not
only through direct influence but by systematically cultivating a fair and trustworthy work
environment. For audit firms and similar professional service organisations, these findings
highlight the practical importance of developing leaders and HR policies that explicitly
and consistently prioritise fairness and trust-building to strengthen team dynamics and
enhance the flow of knowledge.

Keywords: ethical leadership; organisational justice; trust; knowledge sharing; manage-
ment accounting and decision making; audit firms; Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)

1. Introduction

In the landscape of modern professional service firms, positive employee relationships
are not merely a benefit but a fundamental driver of organisational resilience and success.
These relationships form the bedrock of mentorship, effective team dynamics, and the
collaborative knowledge exchange. This is especially true in audit firms, where success
is contingent on seamlessly integrating specialised expertise and judgment. Therefore,
the quality of interpersonal connections has a direct impact on individual well-being and
collective performance. While leadership is universally acknowledged as pivotal in shaping
a workplace’s relational fabric, a critical need remains to understand how leaders cultivate
environments of trust, respect, and mutual support.

Ethical leadership, characterised by fairness, integrity, and two-way communication,
has emerged as a powerful relational practice, not just a moral stance. Leaders who embody
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these principles are believed to build a foundation where employees feel psychologically
safe, valued, and treated with respect, encouraging voluntary cooperation, such as knowl-
edge sharing (Brown et al., 2005; H. M. Ali et al., 2024). Indeed, the positive link between
ethical leadership and knowledge sharing is well-established in the literature. For exam-
ple, Su et al. (2021) show that ethical leadership is significantly and positively correlated
with knowledge sharing, and that this effect is fully mediated by positive reciprocity and
moral efficacy. Saeed et al. (2022) further find that ethical leadership is positively related
to followers” knowledge-sharing behaviour, and that this effect is partially mediated by
psychological ownership. However, our understanding of this relationship is evolving.
Recent studies, for instance, highlight that ethical leadership reduces knowledge hiding by
fostering psychological safety (Xie et al., 2024). This highlights that the relational processes
triggered by leadership are complex and warrant further investigation.

Despite this progress, several critical and interconnected gaps necessitate further
empirical investigation, forming the core rationale for this study. First, while trust and
organisational justice are frequently identified as key factors, existing research often treats
them in isolation, lacking integrated models that capture their synergistic associations
(Colquitt & Rodell, 2011). Their interconnected mediating roles—the precise relational
pathway through which ethical leadership translates into collaborative action—remain
insufficiently explored and empirically validated. Whether fairness and trust operate as
parallel mechanisms or a sequential chain is unclear.

Second, a significant contextual gap persists. Much of the prevailing literature origi-
nates from Western, individualistic contexts, and the dynamics of ethical leadership may
function differently in other settings, as hinted at by recent work (Jin et al., 2024). The dy-
namics of ethical leadership may function differently in collectivistic, high-power-distance
cultures, such as Iran, where hierarchical relationships and in-group dynamics profoundly
influence perceptions of fairness and trust (Jin et al., 2024). This cultural lens is mainly
absent from the current discourse, yet it is crucial for testing the boundary conditions and
universal applicability of existing models.

Third, there is a relative lack of critical questioning regarding the potential limitations
of ethical leadership. For example, could its impact be diluted for senior employees who pos-
sess greater positional power and may be more resistant to sharing their valuable expertise?
This points to unexamined organisational barriers that a nuanced study can uncover.

Our focus on audit firms in Iran provides an ideal, high-stakes setting to examine these
nuanced dynamics. These organisations rely entirely on the effective collaboration of highly
skilled professionals, yet they often face inherent tensions where individual expertise can
become “sticky” and hoarded rather than shared. Iran’s distinct socio-cultural and business
environment presents a strategic opportunity to investigate how ethical leadership can
overcome such barriers by fostering a relational climate that encourages sharing as the
default behaviour.

Therefore, this study is designed to empirically test an integrated model that specifies
the mediating roles of organisational justice and trust in the relationship between ethical
leadership and knowledge sharing within Iranian audit teams (Berraies et al., 2024). We
propose and test a “Dual-Mediation Model of Ethical Leadership and Knowledge Sharing”
to address the identified gaps. This leads to our core research question: How do organi-
sational justice and trust jointly mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and
knowledge sharing in the context of Iranian audit firms?

This study makes several key contributions. First, it illuminates the dual-mediation
pathway, offering a more nuanced and systemic understanding of the relational mecha-
nisms at play. Second, situating the research in Iran contributes a valuable cross-cultural
perspective, challenging and refining the predominantly Western-centric knowledge of
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these constructs. Third, for practitioners, the findings will provide culturally informed,
actionable strategies for developing leadership and HR policies that prioritise the essen-
tial building blocks of collaboration—fairness and trust—to enhance team cohesion and
performance in diverse professional service firms.

2. Theoretical Foundations and Research Background

This section develops the rationale for our hypotheses by moving beyond examin-
ing ethical leadership, trust, and justice in isolation. Instead, we propose an integrated
model that explains their synergistic relationships, carefully contextualised within the
unique cultural landscape of Iran. This approach enables a more nuanced analysis of
how these established dynamics may manifest differently in a non-Western, high-power
distance context.

2.1. The Bedrock: Ethical Leadership and Knowledge Sharing

Ethical leadership is defined as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate con-
duct 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, p. 120). Sun et al. (2024) argue and empirically support the
notion that ethical leadership fosters employees” knowledge sharing through self-efficacy
and related cognitive mechanisms, thereby further reinforcing the positive link. Knowledge
sharing is an inherently voluntary and social act that involves risk; employees may fear
losing their unique value or having their expertise misappropriated (Wang & Noe, 2010).
Ethical leaders mitigate this fear by creating a climate of psychological safety (H. M. Ali
et al., 2024). Their integrity, fairness, and transparency signal that collaborative behaviours
are valued and will be protected and rewarded (Brown & Mitchell, 2010).

Recent research continues to refine our understanding of this relationship. For in-
stance, Xie et al. (2024) demonstrated that ethical leadership reduces knowledge hiding by
fostering psychological safety and a sense of moral identity. This suggests a more complex
psychological process than a simple direct exchange. However, the direct effect of ethical
leadership is often insufficiently explained without considering the underlying mechanisms
that translate leadership principles into tangible action. Gagné (2009) argues that sharing is
a function of motivation shaped by the surrounding environment. We argue that ethical
leaders have a direct influence on this motivational state. This leads to our first hypothesis:

H1. Ethical leadership has a significant positive relationship with knowledge sharing among audit
team members.

2.2. The Conduit of Trust: Linking Leadership to Collaboration

Trust, defined as the confidence in another’s goodwill and reliability (Morgan &
Hunt, 1994), is the psychological bedrock of collaborative relationships. In knowledge
sharing, trust effectively reduces the perceived risk and transaction costs associated with
divulging valuable, often tacit, expertise (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005). Employees are more
willing to share their most profound insights when they trust their contributions will be
acknowledged and not used against them (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005).

Ethical leadership is a primary builder of this essential trust (Yuan et al., 2024). This
trust then extends to the workplace environment, encouraging voluntary cooperation.
As Mao et al. (2024) highlighted in a recent study, trust is a critical mediator translating
leadership actions into performance outcomes, including knowledge-based behaviours.
In an audit firm, where team success depends on the free flow of complex and sensitive
information, trust in managers and partners assures team members that their knowledge
sharing is a safe and valued investment (Capestro et al., 2024). Thus, we propose
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H2. Employees’ trust in managers and partners has a positive and significant relationship with
knowledge sharing among audit team members.

2.3. Organisational Justice: The Structural Embodiment of Ethics

While trust reflects a psychological state, organisational justice represents its structural
counterpart—the tangible systems and interactions that make an environment feel fair.
Drawing on equity theory (Adams, 1963), employees continually assess the ratio of their
inputs (e.g., effort, knowledge) to outcomes (e.g., rewards, recognition). Perceived inequity
can lead to knowledge hoarding as a means of restoring balance (Greenberg, 1990). Ethical
leaders are the architects of a just environment. They directly shape employee perceptions
of organisational justice—specifically, the fairness of outcomes (distributive justice), the
fairness of decision-making processes (procedural justice), and the fairness of interpersonal
treatment (interactional justice) (Brown et al., 2005; Cropanzano et al., 2007). In an audit
firm context, these perceptions may relate to the equitable distribution of workloads and
credit, transparent promotion criteria, and respectful communication between managers
and auditors. This function of ethical leadership is often institutionalised through effective
governance structures, such as the audit committee (Nassirzadeh et al., 2023).

Organisational justice, encompassing distributive (fairness of outcomes), procedural
(fairness of processes), and interactional justice (fairness of interpersonal treatment), pro-
vides a comprehensive framework for these perceptions (Cropanzano et al., 2007). Ethical
leaders are the architects of this just environment. They ensure transparent procedures,
equitable outcomes, and respectful interactions (Brown et al., 2005), a function that is often
institutionalised through effective governance structures, such as the audit committee
(Nassirzadeh et al., 2023). Employees who believe the organisation is just more likely to
reciprocate with positive citizenship behaviours, including knowledge sharing (H. A. A.
Ali et al., 2016). Therefore, we hypothesise a direct relationship:

H3. Organisational justice has a positive and significant relationship with knowledge sharing
among audit team members.

2.4. The Interconnected System: Justifying the Dual-Mediation Pathway

Here, we move to the core of our theoretical contribution, justifying why organisational
justice is not merely an independent factor but the crucial mediating mechanism that
explains how ethical leadership and trust jointly translate into knowledge sharing.

We propose a ‘Dual-Mediation Model” where justice is the tangible manifestation of
ethical leadership and a trust-filled environment.

An ethical leader’s promises are made credible and reliable through fair systems. A
leader may eloquently talk about valuing collaboration, but if the reward system only
recognises individual billable hours (a distributive injustice), knowledge sharing will not
occur. The fair system lends authority to the leader’s words and makes trust a rational
choice for employees. This is particularly salient in the Iranian cultural context, charac-
terised by high power distance and collectivism. In such cultures, authority figures are
heavily scrutinised, and their actions in establishing fair procedures are critical signals of
their true intentions. A leader’s ethicality is judged not just by personal integrity but by
the fairness of the systems they create. Furthermore, perceived injustice can damage the
in-group harmony necessary for knowledge sharing in a collectivist setting.

Recent findings support this cultural nuance. For example, Jin et al. (2024) found that
the relationship between ethical leadership and knowledge sharing is weaker for employees
in higher job positions, suggesting that structural power can be a boundary condition. This
hints that in hierarchical cultures, systemic fairness is paramount.
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Ethical leadership sets the tone, but it is through implementing organisational justice—
fair performance evaluations, equitable resource allocation, and respectful communication—
that these norms become actionable and reliable for employees. Justice is the vehicle that
carries the leader’s ethical principles into daily practice, thereby enabling the sharing of
knowledge and expertise. We therefore hypothesise

H4. Organisational justice mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and knowledge
sharing among audit team members.

Similarly, we propose that trust’s influence on knowledge sharing is channelled
through organisational justice, forming a critical mediating path (H5). This mechanism
is grounded in the understanding that trust, particularly in leadership, shapes employ-
ees’ interpretations of organisational systems and actions (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001). When
employees have a foundational trust in their managers and partners, they are more likely
to perceive formal procedures, resource allocations, and interpersonal treatments as fair
and legitimate—key components of organisational justice (Whitener et al., 1998; Colquitt
et al., 2013). This perception is crucial because the act of knowledge sharing involves
vulnerability. An employee may trust a manager’s personal intentions. Still, the willingness
to share valuable expertise depends heavily on the belief that the broader organisational
system (e.g., performance evaluations, reward allocation, conflict resolution) will justly
recognise and protect their contributions (Rodell & Colquitt, 2009). Therefore, we argue
that trust fosters a perception of organisational justice, which then provides the systemic
assurance necessary to engage in knowledge sharing.

H5. Organisational justice mediates the relationship between trust and knowledge sharing among
audit team members.

The following conceptual model (Figure 1) depicts the hypothesised relationships
discussed above.

Ethical Leadership (EL)
Independent Variable

l

Trust (T)
Mediator

H4/H5 Path

H1: Direct Effect \ w

Organizational Justice (OJ)
Mediator

H3: Direct Effect . >
/ H5: Mediated Path

H2: Direct Effect

Knowledge Sharing (KS)
Dependent Variable

Figure 1. The hypothesised relationships.
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2.5. Research Method

This study used a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design to test the hypothesis of
the Dual-Mediation Model. Data collection was conducted over eight weeks from March
to April 2024. The target population was auditing professionals affiliated with the Iranian
Society of Certified Public Accountants (ISCPA), a context chosen for its relevance to our
research on knowledge-intensive, high-stakes professional teams.

2.6. Sampling Procedure and Representativeness

We employed a stratified random sampling technique to ensure our sample was
representative of the diverse Iranian auditing sector. The strata were defined based on two
critical criteria to capture structural diversity:

Firm Size: Large, medium, and small audit firms are categorised based on the number
of partners and staff per ISCPA classifications.

Organisational Level: Partners, senior supervisors, supervisors, and auditors.

A proportional number of participants were randomly selected from each stratum from
the ISCPA’s professional directory. This approach ensured our findings reflect perspectives
from across the organisational hierarchy and different firm environments, rather than being
skewed towards a single type.

Our focus on audit firms remains a critical site for exploring the interplay of ethics,
governance, and professional behaviour (Daryaei et al., 2024).

Out of 500 questionnaires distributed electronically via the Porsline platform, we
received 245 responses. After a careful screening process that removed 13 responses due to
incomplete data or straight-lining (a pattern of identical answers indicating inattention),
232 complete responses were retained for analysis, yielding a response rate of 46.4%.

In the Iranian auditing sector, firm size is formally classified by the Iranian Society of
Certified Public Accountants (ISCPA) based on the number of partners and professional
staff. For this study and in line with common national practice, we defined the strata
as follows:

e Large Firms: Firms with more than 15 partners and/or over 100 professional staff.
e  Medium Firms: Firms with 5 to 15 partners and 20 to 100 professional staff.
e  Small Firms: Firms with fewer than 5 partners and/or fewer than 20 staff.

The target proportion of 40% for large firms is not an error or an anomaly but accurately
reflects the highly concentrated nature of the Iranian audit market. Unlike more fragmented
Western markets (e.g., the U.S. or UK, where small and medium practices dominate by
number), the Iranian market is characterised by a smaller number of substantial, influential
firms that audit the vast majority of listed and major companies. These large firms employ a
significant percentage of the country’s auditing professionals. Our stratification proportions
(Large: 40%, Medium: 35%, Small: 25%) were calculated based on the ISCPA’s professional
directory to reflect the actual population distribution of practising auditors across firm
sizes, rather than merely the count of firms. Therefore, our use of proportionate stratified
random sampling ensures that our sample accurately reflects the professional environment
in which a substantial portion of Iranian auditors work. The distribution of the final sample
across the strata is summarised in Table 1, demonstrating its representativeness.
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Table 1. Sample Distribution Across Strata.

Stratum Sub-Category Target Proportion Achieved Sample (1) Achieved Proportion
Firm Size Large 40% 95 40.9%
Medium 35% 80 34.5%
Small 25% 57 24.6%
Organisational Level Partner/Manager 10% 21 9.1%
Supervisor/Sr. Supervisor 20% 45 19.4%
Senior Auditor 50% 118 50.9%
Auditor 20% 48 20.7%

2.7. Sample Size Justification

Our target sample of 245 was calculated using the Cochran formula for a finite popula-
tion, indicating a minimum of 245 respondents for a population of ~2500 ISCPA members
at a 95% confidence level. Furthermore, a common rule of thumb for Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM) is a minimum of 10 observations per estimated parameter. Our model
comprises 35 measured items, and the ratio of our final sample size (232) to the parameters
is approximately 6.6:1, which falls within acceptable limits for model estimation. A post-hoc
power analysis using G*Power (version 3.1.9.7) confirmed a power of over 0.95 for detecting
medium-sized effects, affirming the adequacy of our sample for the studies conducted.

Research Instruments: Translation and Cross-Cultural Validation

Given the cross-cultural nature of our study, we implemented a rigorous, multi-stage
translation and validation process to ensure conceptual equivalence and psychometric
soundness of the instruments, which were originally in English. This process was vital for
maintaining the integrity of our constructs within the Iranian context and consisted of the
following steps:

Forward Translation: The original English questionnaires were independently trans-
lated into Persian by two bilingual academic experts in management.

Synthesis: The two translations were compared and synthesised into a single Farsi
version, resolving any discrepancies in terminology.

Back-Translation: This synthesised Farsi version was then independently back-
translated into English by two bilingual experts blinded to the original scales.

Expert Committee Review: A panel comprising the translators and the authors com-
pared the back-translated versions with the originals. Any conceptual or semantic devia-
tions were discussed until a final consensus was reached on the Farsi version.

Pilot Testing: The finalised questionnaire was pilot-tested with 30 auditing profes-
sionals to assess clarity, comprehensibility, and contextual relevance, leading to minor
wording adjustments.

All constructs were measured using established, multi-item scales on a five-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The results of the
reliability and validity analyses are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Reliability and Validity of Constructs.

Composite Reliability = Average Variance Extracted

Construct No. of Items Cronbach’s Alpha (CR) (AVE)
Ethical Leadership 10 0.91 0.93 0.58
Trust 12 0.89 091 0.52
Organisational Justice 15 0.94 0.95 0.61
Knowledge Sharing 7 0.87 0.89 0.54
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All Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability values exceeded 0.70, indicating high
internal consistency. The AVE for each construct was above 0.50, demonstrating satisfactory
convergent validity.

Before participation, all respondents were presented with a digital informed consent
form. This form detailed the study’s purpose, assured participants of their anonymity and the
confidentiality of their responses, and explicitly stated that participation was voluntary and
that they could withdraw at any time without consequence. The completion and submission
of the questionnaire implied consent. These measures were implemented to uphold the
highest ethical standards in line with the principles of goodwill and respect for persons.

2.8. Measurement of Constructs

All constructs in this study were measured using established, multi-item scales
adapted from the literature. Respondents indicated their level of agreement with each
statement on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly
Agree). All scales underwent a rigorous translation and back-translation process into Farsi,
followed by pilot testing to ensure conceptual clarity and contextual relevance within the
Iranian audit profession (see the ‘Research Instruments’ section for details).

e  [Ethical Leadership was measured using a 10-item scale adapted from Brown et al.
(2005). This scale assesses the degree to which leaders demonstrate normatively
appropriate conduct, fairness, and integrity (e.g., “My manager ethically conducts
personal life,” “My manager discusses business ethics or values with employees”).

e  Trust was measured using a 12-item scale reflecting confidence in the goodwill and
reliability of managers and partners, based on the conceptualisation by Morgan and
Hunt (1994). Sample items include “I believe my manager has high integrity” and
“My firm can be counted on to keep its promises.”

e Organisational Justice was assessed with a 15-item scale encompassing distributive,
procedural, and interactional justice dimensions, adapted from the work of Cropan-
zano et al. (2007). Items evaluated perceptions of fairness in outcomes, processes, and

”oas

interpersonal treatment (e.g., “My work schedule is fair,” “Job decisions are applied
consistently across all affected employees”).

e Knowledge Sharing was measured using a 7-item scale developed to capture the volun-
tary exchange of information, knowledge, and expertise among audit team members,
based on seminal work in the field (e.g., Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005). An example item is

7

“I willingly share my work reports and official documents with members of my team.”

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis and the tests for internal consistency
(Cronbach’s Alpha), composite reliability, and convergent validity (Average Variance Ex-
tracted) for all constructs are presented in Table 2, confirming the psychometric soundness
of the measures in our study context.

2.9. Data Analysis

The data analysis proceeded in two key stages using AMOS software. First, Confir-
matory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to verify the discriminant validity of our
four-factor measurement model. The model fit the data well (XZ/ df = 2.46, CFI = 0.91,
GFI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.07). All factor loadings were significant (p < 0.001) and exceeded 0.5.
Furthermore, the square root of the AVE for each construct was greater than its correlations
with other constructs, confirming discriminant validity. To address potential Common
Method Bias (CMB), we implemented procedural remedies (anonymity, counterbalanced
questions) and statistical checks. Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the first factor
accounted for 38.2% of the variance, which is below the 50% threshold, suggesting that
CMB is not a predominant concern.
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Subsequently, Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to test the hypothesised
relationships within our proposed model.

2.10. Research Findings

The following subsections present the demographic profile of our sample, validate
our measurement model, and report the tests of our hypotheses with enhanced statistical
rigour and narrative clarity.

1.  Participant Demographics and Professional Profile

To provide a clear and consolidated overview of our sample, we have created a compre-
hensive table (please see Table 3) that accurately details the demographic and professional
characteristics of the 232 participants. This presentation ensures all percentages are correctly
calculated and sum to 100% for each category, enhancing readability and transparency.

Table 3. Demographic and Professional Characteristics of the Sample (N = 232).

Characteristic Category Frequency (1)  Percentage (%)
Gender Male 122 52.6%
Female 110 47.4%
Work Experience Less than 5 years 79 34.1%
5-10 years 141 60.8%
11-15 years 8 3.4%
16-20 years 2 0.9%
More than 20 years 2 0.9%
Education Degree Bachelor’s 125 53.9%
Master’s 103 44.4%
PhD 4 1.7%
Field of Education Accounting 106 45.7%
Auditing 113 48.7%
Management Accounting 7 3.0%
Other 6 2.6%
Organisational Level Partner/Manager 5 2.2%
Senior Supervisor 29 12.5%
Senior Auditor 135 58.2%
Auditor 63 27.2%

2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and Measurement Model Validation

Before testing our structural model, we assessed the validity and reliability of our
measurement model using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). In line with best practices,
we present the complete standardised factor loadings for all items across the four constructs
in Tables 4-8. All loadings were statistically significant (p < 0.001) and exceeded the
recommended threshold of 0.50, demonstrating strong convergent validity and confirming
that each item adequately reflected its intended latent construct (Hair et al., 2017).

Table 4. Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Knowledge Sharing.

Item Standardised Coefficient =~ Unstandardised Coefficient S.E. T-Statistic p-Value
Q1 0.562 0.562 0.037 15.046 0.001
Q2 0.668 0.668 0.041 16.252 0.001
Q3 0.694 0.694 0.039 17.911 0.001
Q4 0.525 0.525 0.039 13.359 0.001
Q5 0.479 0.479 0.041 11.590 0.001
Q6 0.656 0.656 0.039 16.853 0.001
Q7 0.641 0.641 0.039 16.235 0.001
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Table 5. Results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for Ethical Leadership.
. Unstandardised Standard . L. Standardised
Variable Name Item Coefficient Deviation Test Statistic p-Value Coefficient
Q8 0.678 0.048 14.05 0.001 0.678
Q9 0.821 0.05 16.313 0.001 0.821
Q10 0.839 0.047 17.699 0.001 0.839
. . Q11 0.763 0.043 17.738 0.001 0.763
Ethical Leadership A, 0.816 0.046 17.776 0.001 0.816
Q13 0.665 0.042 15.967 0.001 0.665
Q14 0.774 0.047 16.558 0.001 0.774
Q15 0.837 0.048 17.482 0.001 0.837
Table 6. Results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for trust.
. Unstandardised Standard . L. Standardised
Variable Name Item Coefficient Deviation Test Statistic p-Value Coefficient
Q16 0.671 0.043 15.75 0.001 0.671
Q17 —0.62 0.064 —9.654 0.001 —0.62
Q18 0.633 0.041 15.478 0.001 0.633
Q19 0.743 0.042 17.551 0.001 0.743
Q20 0.767 0.045 17.061 0.001 0.767
Trust Q21 0.761 0.044 17.464 0.001 0.761
rus Q22 0.65 0.046 14.219 0.001 0.65
Q23 0.62 0.04 15.5 0.001 0.62
Q24 0.734 0.041 17.985 0.001 0.734
Q25 0.584 0.042 13.856 0.001 0.584
Q26 0.566 0.04 14.161 0.001 0.566
Q27 —-0.577 0.058 —9.996 0.001 —-0.577
Table 7. Results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for Organisational Justice.
. Unstandardised Standard . L. Standardised
Variable Name Item Coefficient Deviation Test Statistic p-Value Coefficient
Q28 0.686 0.044 15.744 0.001 0.686
Q29 0.941 0.051 18.325 0.001 0.941
Q30 0.912 0.048 18.949 0.001 0.912
Q31 0.94 0.051 18.614 0.001 0.94
Q32 0.892 0.05 17.986 0.001 0.892
Q33 0.895 0.049 18.397 0.001 0.895
o isational Q34 0.858 0.045 19.219 0.001 0.858
rg"]mlif‘ tona Q35 0.818 0.047 17.257 0.001 0.818
ustice Q36 0.843 0.047 17.943 0.001 0.843
Q37 0.858 0.051 16.906 0.001 0.858
Q38 0.908 0.048 18.969 0.001 0.908
Q39 0.884 0.049 18.075 0.001 0.884
Q40 0.806 0.042 19.156 0.001 0.806
Q41 0.808 0.046 17.735 0.001 0.808
Q42 0.791 0.047 16.771 0.001 0.791
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Table 8. The Fit Indices of Confirmatory Factor Analysis Models.
Index x> (df) x2/df GFI AGFI CFI RMSEA
Knowledge Sharing ~ 20.46 (10) 2.04 0.97 0.94 0.99 0.06
Ethical Leadership 34.68 (14) 2.98 0.97 0.94 0.96 0.05
Trust 128.82 (54) 247 0.92 0.88 0.96 0.07
Org. Justice 263.62 (90) 2.80 0.88 0.84 0.96 0.08

Hair et al. (2017) suggest that in early-stage research or cross-cultural adaptations,
loadings above 0.50 can be acceptable if they contribute to content validity and the overall
scale reliability is strong. We noted that the loadings for our primary constructs (Ethical
Leadership, Trust, Organisational Justice) were predominantly high. The lower-loading
items in the Knowledge Sharing scale were retained to ensure the scale adequately captured
the full theoretical breadth of the construct (e.g., sharing of both explicit documents and
tacit knowledge) in our specific cultural context.

The CFA results for the knowledge sharing scale confirm its one-dimensional structure
in our sample. All items contributed significantly to the construct, with Q3 showing the
strongest loading, underscoring the importance of voluntary document sharing in an
audit context.

The overall fit indices for the measurement models, summarised in Table 8, all demon-
strated a good fit to the data, meeting common thresholds for acceptable model fit.

3. Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing

After confirming a valid measurement model, we tested the structural relationships
of our proposed Dual-Mediation Model. The model fit indices for the complete Struc-
tural Equation Model (SEM) were excellent: x2/df = 2.46, CFI = 0.907, GFI = 0.744, RM-
SEA = 0.074. This suggests that our proposed theoretical model effectively represents the
underlying data structure.

3.1. Direct Associations

The results for the direct paths are presented in Table 9. All three direct hypotheses
(H1, H2, H3) were supported.

Table 9. Results of Direct Paths in the Structural Model.

Direct Path Std. Coefficient T-Statistic p-Value Hypothesis
Ethical leadership — Knowledge Sharing 0.184 1.131 0.0258 H1: Supported
Employee Trust — Knowledge Sharing 1.418 5.99 <0.001 H2: Supported
Organisational justice — Knowledge Sharing 0.507 3.199 0.001 H3: Supported

Interpretation of H1: The positive and significant path (3 = 0.184, p < 0.05) confirms
that ethical leadership encourages knowledge sharing. However, the relatively modest
coefficient suggests that its influence is not solely direct but is primarily channelled through
other mechanisms, a nuance we explore in the mediation analysis.

Interpretation of H2: Trust demonstrated a powerful and highly significant direct
relationship with knowledge sharing (3 = 1.418, p < 0.001). This indicates that the level of
trust employees have in their managers and partners is a powerful proximal driver of their
willingness to share knowledge, arguably the most potent direct influence in our model.

Interpretation of H3: Organisational justice also showed a strong, significant direct
association (3 = 0.507, p < 0.01). Without considering leadership or trust, the mere percep-
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tion of a fair work environment independently promotes collaborative knowledge sharing
among auditors.

3.2. Mediation Analysis (Indirect Associations)

To robustly test our mediation hypotheses (H4 and H5) and address the counterintu-
itive coefficients, we employed a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 resamples to generate
bias-corrected confidence intervals. This method is the gold standard for testing mediation
as it directly assesses the significance of the indirect association. The results, presented in
Table 10, now accurately reflect the positive and significant indirect associations.

Table 10. Bootstrap Results for Indirect Associations.

95% Confidence Interval

Indirect Path Std. Indirect Association =~ Bootstrap S.E. Hypothesis
Lower Upper
EL — O] — KS 0.200 0.055 0.105 0.321 H4: Supported
Trust — O] — KS 0.284 0.078 0.148 0.455 H5: Supported

Interpretation of H4: The indirect association between ethical leadership and knowl-
edge sharing through organisational justice is positive and significant (3 = 0.200, 95% CI
[0.105, 0.321]). As the confidence interval does not contain zero, H4 is fully supported.
This reveals a key mechanism: a substantial portion of the relationship between ethical
leadership and collaboration is at work.

Interpretation of H5: Similarly, the indirect association of trust and knowledge sharing
via organisational justice is also positive and significant (3 = 0.284, 95% CI [0.148, 0.455]),
supporting H5. This suggests that trust in management fosters knowledge sharing directly
and indirectly by reinforcing the belief that the organisational systems are fair and will
justly recognise and reward collaborative efforts.

The discovery of these significant indirect paths, complemented by the strong direct
associations, paints a comprehensive picture: ethical leadership builds trust and justice,
and this entire system collectively creates an environment where knowledge sharing
becomes the natural and rewarded behaviour. This empirically validates our proposed
Dual-Mediation Model.

Our integrated model posits that ethical leadership and trust are vital. Still, their
power to catalyse knowledge sharing is channelled and realised through the foundational
and culturally salient framework of organisational justice. The following figure (Figure 2)
illustrates this proposed Dual-Mediation Model.

The results obtained for all the structural equation model fit indices are within ac-
ceptable limits. Therefore, we can examine the relationships within the model and the
values of the regression coefficients between the latent variables. The final results can be
demonstrated by a conceptual model as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 2. The output of the research structural equation model software.
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Figure 3. Conceptual model.

4. Discussion

Our study aimed to illuminate the relational mechanisms through which ethical
leadership fosters knowledge sharing in the complex environment of Iranian audit firms.
The findings provide strong empirical support for our proposed Dual-Mediation Model,
confirming that organisational justice and trust are not merely outcomes, but are pivotal,
interconnected channels through which ethical leadership’s influence is exerted. While
our results align with the broad consensus on the importance of ethical leadership, they
also reveal critical nuances and offer fresh perspectives when viewed through the unique
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cultural and professional lens of our research context. This discussion moves beyond
simply confirming hypotheses to an analytical exploration of what our findings reveal, why
they matter, and how they challenge and refine existing understanding.

1. The Primacy of Systemic Fairness: Extending Theoretical Foundations

A central finding of our research is the decisive mediating role of organisational justice.
This result provides a significant extension to Social Exchange Theory (SET). While SET
traditionally emphasises a direct reciprocal relationship between leader and follower, our
model suggests a more complex, systemically mediated exchange. In the high-stakes
context of an audit firm, employees reciprocate ethical leadership not just towards the
leader personally, but towards the fair systems that the leader embodies and upholds.
The significant paths from ethical leadership (H4) and trust (H5) to knowledge sharing
through justice indicate that procedural fairness and respectful treatment are the primary
currencies of exchange. This positions the organisation’s systems as a central party in the
social contract, shaped by leadership.

Furthermore, our findings refine the Moral Virtue Theory of ethical leadership. We
demonstrate that the leader’s personal virtue (the “moral person”) is a necessary but insuffi-
cient condition for fostering optimal collaboration. The “moral manager” component—the
active and visible creation of fair systems—emerges as the critical lever that translates
virtuous intent into tangible collaborative outcomes. The strong mediating role of justice
suggests that in the absence of systemic fairness, ethical charisma alone may be insufficient
to motivate the vulnerability inherent in knowledge sharing.

2. Cultural Nuances: Why Context Matters

Our study contributes a valuable cultural perspective to the predominantly Western-
centric literature. The finding that organisational justice is a potent mediator resonates
with the cultural fabric of Iran, characterised by high power distance and collectivism. In
such environments, where hierarchical authority is pronounced and rarely questioned,
subordinates scrutinise the systems created by their leaders as the most accurate signal of
their intentions. Therefore, a leader’s ethicality is judged not just by their personal integrity
but by the transparency of procedures and the equity of outcomes.

This cultural lens helps explain an interesting nuance in our results. While the direct
association between ethical leadership and knowledge sharing (H1) was significant, its
magnitude was more modest than that of trust (H2) and justice (H3). This contrasts slightly
with some studies in low-power distance Western contexts, where the leader-follower
dyad may be a stronger direct predictor. We theorise that in a context with complex social
relations, employees in Iran may place greater immediate weight on the tangible, systemic
guarantees of fairness (justice) and the relational security (trust) they experience, viewing
these as more reliable than leadership rhetoric alone. This finding aligns with recent
work by Jin et al. (2024), which also identified contextual boundaries for the influence of
ethical leadership.

3.  Confronting Contradictions and Organisational Barriers

Our research also uncovers a critical organisational barrier hinted at by our demo-
graphic data. The fact that most of our sample were senior auditors (58.2%) indicates a
potential paradox. In the hierarchical structure of Iranian audit firms, senior auditors and
partners possess significant positional power, and their expertise is a key source of their
authority and market value. For them, knowledge sharing can be perceived not just as
a risk, but as a dilution of their personal power base—a form of making their “sticky”
knowledge less exclusive. This creates a challenging contradiction: those with the most

knowledge to share may be the most resistant. This resistance to transparency mirrors
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other governance challenges in audit settings, such as the management of related-party
transactions and earnings manipulation, where robust oversight by the audit committee is
crucial for mitigation (Hoor et al., 2025).

This contrasts with the idealised model, where ethical leadership uniformly influences
all levels and highlights a critical boundary condition. It suggests that even under an
ethical leader, deeply ingrained individualistic reward systems and a culture of knowledge
hoarding can persist, particularly among senior staff. This is a crucial area for future
intervention and research.

4. Practical Implications: From Principles to Action in the Iranian Context

Moving beyond theoretical contributions, our findings yield specific, actionable impli-
cations for leaders and HR practitioners in Iranian audit firms and similar cultural settings:

Engineer “Visible Fairness”: Leaders must move beyond private integrity to pub-
licly champion and design fair systems. For example, firms should create a transparent
‘Knowledge Contribution Metric” visibly factored into performance reviews and bonus
calculations. This makes the link between sharing and tangible rewards unambiguous,
directly addressing distributive and procedural justice.

Reframe Knowledge Sharing for Senior Staff: To overcome the seniority barrier, HR
policies must reframe knowledge sharing from a threat to a core leadership competency.
Implementing formal, rewarded mentorship programs that pair seniors with juniors can
institutionalise sharing, turning it into a source of status and recognition rather than a loss
of competitive advantage.

Build Trust through Systemic Assurance: Trust-building cannot be left to interpersonal
chemistry alone. Firms should implement organisation-wide protocols, such as a "Credit
Recognition System’” that publicly acknowledges the source of shared ideas in audit reports
or team meetings. This provides the structural assurance that makes trust a rational choice.

Champion Ethical Leadership to Dismantle Cultural Barriers: The most potent tool to
overcome the legacy of knowledge hoarding is consistent, top-down ethical leadership that
visibly rewards collaboration and addresses knowledge hiding not as a personal failure, but
as a cultural challenge the firm is committed to changing through its systems and values.

In conclusion, our research confirms the universal relevance of ethical leadership, trust,
and justice while critically refining our understanding of their interplay. The novelty of
our study lies in empirically demonstrating the heightened role of organisational justice as
a central mediating mechanism and in highlighting the specific cultural and hierarchical
barriers that can shape these relationships. By embedding our analysis within the Iranian
context, we contribute to a more nuanced, context-sensitive model that is essential for
developing effective and culturally intelligent leadership and HR strategies in the global
professional services landscape.

The findings of this study carry significant implications for management accounting
and managerial decision-making. Management accounting systems are not merely tech-
nical tools for financial reporting but are also pivotal in shaping behavioural outcomes
and the quality of information used for decision-making. Our results demonstrate that
ethical leadership, when channelled through fair systems (organisational justice) and trust,
directly encourages the voluntary sharing of knowledge. For management accountants,
this underscores the necessity of designing performance measurement and reward systems
that explicitly and visibly value collaboration. For instance, integrating a ‘Knowledge Con-
tribution Metric” into balanced scorecards or time-driven activity-based costing analyses
can make the costs of knowledge hoarding and the benefits of sharing transparent. By
architecting such fair and transparent systems, management accounting moves beyond its
traditional stewardship role to become a strategic partner in fostering a culture of collabo-
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ration, thereby enhancing the richness, accuracy, and timeliness of the information upon
which critical decisions are based.

Limitations and Avenues for Future Inquiry

Before delving into the broader meaning of our findings, we wish to pause and reflect
on the boundaries of this work. Like any study that seeks to capture the complexities
of human behaviour in organisations, ours comes with constraints that naturally shape
what we can observe and claim. Our snapshot-in-time survey design gives us a clear,
static picture of these relationships. Still, it cannot capture the dynamic, unfolding story
of how trust is built, justice is perceived, and sharing habits are formed over the course
of months and years. We see the powerful connections, but we cannot, with certainty,
trace the direction of causality over time. Furthermore, while we have taken great care in
our methods, we are relying on individuals’ personal perceptions of their leaders, their
workplace, and their own behaviours—a reality that, despite our best efforts, is always
filtered through the lens of human experience.

Perhaps most importantly, the rich tapestry of Iran’s unique cultural and professional
environment is both the strength and the boundary of this study. The decisive role we
found for organisational justice makes profound sense here. Still, it also invites the question:
would this same model hold with equal force in a vastly different cultural setting? We see
our work not as a final answer, but as an open invitation for other scholars to test and adapt
this model elsewhere. We envision future research that follows teams over time, that blends
surveys with direct observation, and that places our findings from Iran in conversation
with data from other parts of the world. It is through this collective, multi-faceted effort
that we can truly understand how universal principles of ethical leadership adapt to the
specific soils of different cultures.

While the factor loadings and composite reliability indices for our measures met
acceptable thresholds, future studies could seek to further refine the measurement scales,
particularly for knowledge sharing, to achieve even higher item loadings (e.g., >0.70),
thereby strengthening the psychometric robustness of the constructs in this context.

5. Conclusions

This study sought to unravel a central question in organisational behaviour: through
what mechanisms does ethical leadership translate its principles into tangible, collaborative
action? By examining the relationships between ethical leadership, trust, organisational
justice, and knowledge sharing within the specific context of Iranian audit firms, our
research provides a clear and nuanced answer. The findings confirm that the power of
ethical leadership lies not merely in direct moral influence but in its capacity to architect
an organisational ecosystem rooted in trustworthy relationships and, most critically, in
systemic fairness.

Our primary theoretical contribution is the empirical validation of a Dual-Mediation
Model. This model demonstrates that an ethical leader’s influence is channelled through
two interdependent pathways: it cultivates robust interpersonal trust while simultaneously
constructing a tangible framework of organisational justice. This refines existing theoret-
ical perspectives by revealing that social exchange in such professional settings extends
beyond a simple leader-follower transaction. Instead, it becomes a systemically mediated
exchange where the organisation’s fairness itself becomes a primary party in the reciprocal
relationship. The “moral manager” aspect of leadership—the active and visible design of
just systems—emerges as equally critical as the “moral person” in catalysing voluntary
knowledge sharing.
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The contextual investigation within Iran’s high-power distance and collectivistic
culture further enriches our understanding of the phenomenon. It suggests that in environ-
ments where hierarchical authority is pronounced, subordinates place significant weight
on the tangible systems leaders create as the most accurate indicator of their intentions.
This cultural lens explains the potent mediating role of organisational justice observed in
our study, offering an essential cross-cultural perspective that challenges and complements
predominantly Western-centric models.

For practitioners, particularly in audit firms and similar knowledge-intensive pro-
fessional service organisations, the implications are direct and actionable. Leaders must
move beyond personal integrity to actively engineer and champion “visible fairness” in
procedures, rewards, and interpersonal treatment. Human resource policies should be
strategically designed to reframe knowledge sharing from an optional behaviour to a
core, rewarded leadership competency, especially for senior staff. Implementing formal
mentorship programmes and transparent ‘Knowledge Contribution Metrics’ can institu-
tionalise collaboration, making it a source of recognition rather than a perceived loss of
competitive advantage. Ultimately, building a culture of trust requires systemic assurance—
organisation-wide protocols that protect and credit intellectual contributions—thereby
providing the structural safety net that makes the vulnerability of sharing sustainable.

We acknowledge the boundaries of this work. The cross-sectional design, while
informative, precludes definitive causal claims. The reliance on self-reported data, despite
procedural and statistical controls, carries inherent limitations. Most significantly, the
unique cultural and professional context of Iran means that while the proposed theoretical
model holds explanatory power, the specific strength of the relationships may be context-
dependent. Generalising these findings should therefore be done with appropriate caution.

These limitations, however, chart a clear course for valuable future inquiry. We encour-
age scholars to employ longitudinal or experimental designs to establish causality robustly
and to undertake cross-cultural comparative studies to test how cultural dimensions mod-
erate the salience of the justice and trust pathways. Qualitative investigations could also
richly illuminate the daily interactions through which perceptions of fairness and trust are
built or eroded within teams.

In the final reflection, this research underscores that fostering sustainable collaboration
in complex organisations is a strategic imperative grounded in ethics. However, the
blueprint for success is not universal. Effective leadership and organisational development
must be culturally intelligent, skilfully adapting the execution of ethical principles to the
specific social and professional fabric in which an organisation is embedded. It is through
the deliberate construction of a visible, reliable, and fair systemic architecture that the
moral force of leadership is most effectively transformed into the practical reality of shared
knowledge and collective success.
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