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Abstract: This study examines the role of ethical leadership in managing occupational stress to en-

gender innovative work behaviour (IWB) in cargo logistic SMEs in a contrasting cross-cultural man-

agement context of Canada and Pakistan. We draw on Trait Activation Theory to develop the con-

ceptual and theoretical framework of the study. Using connections and a networking approach, a 

proportionate equal sample of nine SMEs were selected for the study. Analysis of the data from the 

semi-structured Skype and face-to-face interviews with 38 supervisors and 97 employees showed 

that ethical leadership plays a vital role in reducing occupational stress and increasing employees’ 

IWB in both countries. Employees in both countries perceiving ethical leadership exhibit more cre-

ative-constructive behaviour. The results further demonstrate that males relative to females in both 

countries have a higher tendency of exhibiting risk-taking behaviour and IWB, resulting from lead-

ers’ support. Similarly, males have higher tendency of challenging the prevailing “status quo” 

within the organisations than females. Generally, the Pakistani workforce scored higher in contrast 

to the Canadian workforce in demonstrating IWB due to ethical leadership support, despite higher 

perception of occupational stress. Cross-cultural management implications are duly outlined. 

Keywords: ethical leadership; innovative work behaviour; openness to experience; SMEs;  

Trait Activation Theory 

 

1. Introduction 

Consistently, organisations grapple with the serious challenge of survival in a highly 

fragile and dynamic business environment [1]. For this reason, many organisations resort 

to innovation when considering how to survive, succeed and progress in a such dynamic 

environment. “Innovative work behaviour” (IWB) is an essential element required by or-

ganisations to effectively and efficiently address various distinctive new challenges expe-

rienced as a result operating in a dynamic business environment [2]. IWB refers to is all 

employee behaviour that encourages, conceives, and executes unique and creative ideas 

[3]. Many studies consider IWB as a significant concept for adapting to the dynamic busi-

ness environment and increasing the economic and financial performance challenges of 

organisations [4–6]. 

IWB is the most common intended behaviour in an organisation to have innovative 

employees to achieve organisational success within the context of intense competition. 

However, in addition to individual level, some researchers point out that IWB at the or-
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ganisational level is also referred to as the collective level behaviour [7–9]. The aforemen-

tioned studies also reported a significant linkage between IWB and various attributes such 

as personality, leadership, work environment, and individual values. 

Anxiety and depression are frequently visible at workplace [10]. However, occupa-

tional stress is one constant phenomenon that could not be separated from the life of the 

professionals [11–15]. For this reason, in the present study, the focus is to explore the im-

pact of personality trait (ethical leadership) on IWB in the presence of occupational stress. 

Further, the reason for opting for a qualitative perspective is because our research aims at 

adopting the nature of flexibility and specificity instead of standardization and generali-

zability [16]. The aim is to explore the hidden embedded nuanced links so as to unearth 

in-depth insight and understanding rather than factual truth (mathematical objectivity) 

[17]. This current study thus departs from existing studies that only focused on individual 

innovation from a quantitative perspective [9,18]. We further contribute to existing studies 

that have examined the association between individual innovation and particular types 

of personality traits [19–21]. 

Occupational stress is considered as the disturbance of body’s natural equilibrium 

[11–14]. Moreover, [15] argued that employees having higher tendency to demonstrate 

stressful situations at workplace. Thus, occupational stress could consistently affect the 

implementation of new ideas and perhaps escalate to affect IWB. Thus, we examined the 

relationship between occupational stress and IWB from a qualitative research perspective. 

Specifically, we investigated the role of ethical leadership (contextual factor) in strength-

ening or weakening the relationship between the variables of interest (occupational stress 

and IWB). The authors of [22] explored a similar relationship between openness to expe-

rience and IWB using ethical leadership through quantitative methods. The present study 

extends [22] by qualitatively exploring the phenomenon of occupational stress in relation 

to IWB within the context of ethical leadership. 

The reason for considering a contextual variable as a main marginal condition is 

based on research evidence that employees’ behaviour is significantly affected by the con-

text [23,24]. Additionally, some studies [25,26] have demonstrated that the behavioural 

expression of different types of personality traits depend on a particular situational con-

text. Furthermore, [27] argued that a certain type of personality traits is activated by em-

ployees due to the context, which work as a motivator or a trigger for them to act in a 

particular way or the other. Since we considered IWB at the organisational level in addi-

tion to the individual level, the concept of leadership support is also included as a contex-

tual factor that, along with innovation in organisations [28–31] and occupational stress 

perhaps, could affect IWB. Further, we investigate the leadership role as a contextual fac-

tor. 

According to [32], ethical leadership is “the demonstration of normatively appropri-

ate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion 

of such conduct to follower through two-way communication, reinforcement, and deci-

sion-making”. Moreover, ref. [33] argued that autonomy enhancement and rewards as 

means for encouraging ethical behaviour is common feature under ethical leadership. In-

terestingly, leaders exhibiting ethical style show higher concern for others and accept the 

mistakes of the employees rather than blaming and punishing others [32]. Furthermore, 

employees’ behaviour receives guidance and important signals through this style of lead-

ership [34]. Hence, ethical leadership facilitates as a support function in enhancing em-

ployees’ positive experiences, forming new methods of working patterns, and im-

portantly bringing improvement in the procedures of performing distinctive activities 

[35]. 

Despite having a plethora of research about leadership, innovative work behaviour, 

and occupational stress, there is no conclusive evidence from examining the three differ-

ent constructs explored together through the lens of Trait Activation Theory. This is the 

existing gap in the literature that provides the foundation to enhance the body of 

knowledge by providing a more in-depth understanding of this research phenomenon. 
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Considering the existing literature, we found limited research exists on the impact of per-

sonality trait (ethical leadership) on IWB in the presence of occupational stress. This is the 

stand-out feature of the current paper. Furthermore, the existing literature is overly one-

sided, using quantitative methods. This study is significant in providing the new balance 

by offering the insight into this research phenomenon through qualitative perspective. 

There is the need to shift the methodological paradigm and this study fills the gap by 

covering the missing qualitative approach. In other words, this study makes a methodo-

logical contribution by providing qualitative understanding in addition to the mathemat-

ically approached to study this phenomenon. The study extends knowledge and applica-

bility of Trait Activation Theory by showing that ethical leadership play a vital role in 

reducing occupational stress and increasing employees’ IWB in both countries. Thus, pre-

vious studies were limited to single economies while we considered comparative study 

in two economies for expanded insights. We further contribute to IWB literature by re-

vealing that employees in both countries who are influenced by perceived ethical leader-

ship exhibit more creative-constructive behaviour. This indicates that we delimit the ex-

isting approach by contributing to the new literature from a cross-cultural lens. Gender-

related studies also benefit from the present study as no prior studies have researched the 

role of gender on the similar topic in the comparative context of emerging versus ad-

vanced economies (Canada and Pakistan). There is a gap in the existing literature as to 

whether any specific gender has higher/lower or similar/different tendencies to challenge 

the status quo. This scope of this study expands research insight by including the presence 

of occupational stress to understand IWB demonstration due to ethical leadership in dis-

tinctive economies. 

In this study, we adopt the Trait Activation Theory of [36] for examining the moder-

ating role offered by ethical leadership in occupational stress management and IWB rela-

tionship. The theory argues that in a certain supportive context, an employee tends to 

show particular personality traits. Hence, by means of ensuring effective occupational 

stress, management might advance or restrict IWB in the presence of ethical leadership in 

an organisational setting. This research addressed two main objectives. Firstly, it contrib-

utes towards expanding the frontiers of knowledge by examining the IWB and personality 

relationship through impact of occupational stress on IWB. Secondly, it provides a novel 

understanding of the relationship between occupational stress and IWB explored through 

ethical leadership’s moderating role in the relationship. To achieve this aim, we conducted 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 38 logistics firm supervisors (23 in Canada, 15 

in Pakistan) and 97 employees (58 in Canada, 39 in Pakistan). Thus, focusing on the two 

countries provides a cross-cultural management context to examine the role of ethical 

leadership in the relationship between occupational stress management and IWB. Hence, 

it offers a broader scope to understanding the phenomenon in depth. In other words, this 

study is unique and significant for more than one reason. 

This paper is divided into four sections. In Section 1, we focus on the literature review 

that raises the conceptual understanding of innovative work behaviour (IWB) and occu-

pational stress, and the moderating role of ethical leadership with IWB. In Section 2, we 

give detailed information regarding the research method. In Section 3, we demonstrate 

the findings and discussions, and then we conclude the paper. 

2. Literature Review 

Employees face ethical dilemmas, various conflicts, and many other types of risks 

when they demonstrate IWB [37]. Thus, ethical leadership support is a vital requirement 

for employees as they largely emphasize social responsibility, autonomy, and mortality. 

The authors of [38] indicated that a higher level of concern for employees is a visible aspect 

of ethical leadership. Moreover, an ethical leadership attribute includes mainly the open-

ness of a leader to accept mistakes of employees and form interpersonal relationships 

[39,40]. 
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The authors of [37] further argued that under strong ethical leadership, organisa-

tional innovation is enhanced as employees demonstrate creative behaviour, generate 

new ideas, and willingly take risk to use new approaches for resolving problems due to a 

culture of innovative environment. However, under a weak ethical leadership style, the 

employees are unable to come up with new ideas and thus continue displaying routine 

behaviour that also reduces IWB within the organisation. Hence, in situations where eth-

ical leaders demonstrate a higher ethical role, the employees will have higher perceived 

support from their respective leaders. Interestingly, there is no conclusive evidence if oc-

cupational stress is reduced or increased under ethical leadership. 

2.1. Innovative Work Behaviour (IWB) and Occupational Stress 

According to [41], individuals having the traits of “openness to experience” would 

be able to demonstrate and implement “innovative work behaviour” (IWB) at workplace. 

However, occupational stress exists within the organisation, and it can affect the perfor-

mance of the employees in positive as well as negative manner [10,14]. Numerous studies 

have demonstrated that stress could be positive as well as negative [11,12,42,43]. How-

ever, there is no study at hand that connects the relationship between IWB and occupa-

tional stress in a direct manner. There are some indirect attempts through job demands 

and so on, but those did not specifically examine stress and IWB. Few studies found that 

individuals with an “open mind” tend to generate and implement unique and innovative 

ideas and solutions, contributing towards IWB [3,44]. In addition, [45] argued that a 

higher degree of innovative thinking results from a healthy curiosity, as it is the common 

feature of open-minded individuals. Due to this, such individuals generate various 

unique perspectives and ideas [45,46]. 

As per [14], occupational stress affects work, the worker, and workplace while the 

external CSR and social support help in improving performance. This indirectly points 

towards ethical leadership when discussing the CSR and social support from managers at 

workplaces. Good performance will be highly visible among individuals having higher 

curiosity, imagination, a broad mind, and an original thought processing style [47,48] 

when stress is manageable [14,41,42]. 

Haque [14] argued that depression, anxiety, emotional imbalance, and serious behav-

ioural problems are some of the other words to describe occupational stress. Moreover, 

ref. [14] argued that a little stress is a good thing (eustress) and could lead to creativity 

and innovation. The authors of [13] stated that individuals relying heavily on their inter-

nal sensations are highly intellectually challenged thus exhibiting higher eustress (occu-

pational stress). This evidence shows that eustress (occupational stress) is a significant 

variable for predicting IWB because individuals having manageable occupational stress 

demonstrate innovative behaviour due to diverse experience at workplace [11,13,14]. 

2.2. Moderating Role of Ethical Leadership with Innovative Work Behaviour (IWB) 

IWB results from the “openness-to-experience” traits when employees are willing to 

show the wide range of their ideas, perspectives, feelings, and imaginations [20]. Interest-

ingly, it can be inferred from [14] that innovation propensity (creativity) is predicted to 

some extent by the eustress (occupational stress). Furthermore, leadership support is a 

vital aspect for employees to be more innovative and productive because new ideas 

emerge when workers are relaxed [49,50]. In other words, employees tend to exhibit 

higher innovation and creativity when they feel comfortable. Therefore, leadership sup-

port plays an important role in enlightening employees’ creativity and innovation. How-

ever, ref. [51] stated that natural leaders behave and act differently as per the requirement 

of the situation and hence, this sometimes poses a challenge for leaders and employees to 

work effectively in a consistent manner all the time. The authors of [52] also argued that 

in such situations where a conflict of interest arises, the authority of the employees is chal-

lenged, and this precipitates a higher risk in developing new innovative ideas. Hence, 
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leaders’ support and normative guidance enables employees in exhibiting innovative 

work behaviour in an organisational setting [9,53]. 

Ethical leaders have relatively higher focus on the autonomy of employees and fair-

ness of operations [38]. For this reason, useful, new, and innovative ideas result when 

employees are encouraged to take risk as part of support from the ethical leaders [22]. This 

situation demonstrates that perceived and received support from the ethical leaders ena-

bles employees to create innovative ideas and solutions by reducing stress or formulating 

eustress (good stress), leading to effective “innovative work behaviour”. 

Considering Trait Activation (CTA) Theory, one can argue that the employees having 

the openness-to-experience personality trait, especially when the employees perceive eth-

ical support of leaders, demonstrate higher effective IWB. However, the indirect notion is 

driven from the work of [14] that creativity results from ethical leadership’s social support, 

and that a little stress (eustress) is constructive. 

Additionally, the CTA theory also suggests that through occasions or trait-related 

cues, the personal human behaviour disposition consequences enhance due to trait-rele-

vant situational factors [26,36]. Furthermore, it leads to a situation where the individual 

could respond consistently or inconsistently with their inherent traits (ibid). The authors 

of [32] argued that altruism, integrity, and honesty are key features of ethical leadership. 

Moreover, a desirable attitude of employees tending to show eustress requires encourage-

ment by ethical leadership characteristics in order to exhibit IWB [54]. However, ref. [55] 

argued that content and pleasure experienced by employees enable them in expressing 

their traits. Thus, higher IWB is exhibited by employees who are able to manage occupa-

tional stress. However, there is no conclusive information existing on whether stress could 

be well-managed under the ethical leadership’s wing. IWB of employees results from the 

ethical leaders’ support because it helps employees in demonstrating new ideas. Hence, 

the positive perception of employees such as viewing their leader as ethical is constructive 

in exhibiting IWB. Conversely, if employees view or perceive their leader as unethical, it 

will restrict them from being creative and innovative in the implementation of new ideas 

[9,37]. 

Interestingly, the responsible leadership affecting organisational commitment is ex-

amined through Social Identity Theory (SITL) for assessing the value-based leadership 

[56]. The same study concluded that organisational commitment is significantly affected 

by the value-based (responsible) leadership. On the other hand, Javed et al. [57] found 

that ethical leadership supports IWB and creativity using Trait Activation Theory. None-

theless, it fails to consider the occupational stress as an established phenomenon that 

could have an impact on IWB. Notwithstanding this limitation, the work of Javed et al. 

[57] is significant in hinting towards value added by the leadership. The work of Anser et 

al. [58] investigated the relationship between ethical leadership and knowledge-hiding 

behaviour and confirmed that role of leadership cannot be discarded from reducing 

knowledge-hiding behaviour. Critical review of the literature revealed that Saleem et al. 

[59] used social learning theory to conclude that ethical leadership impacts employees’ 

green behaviour through mediation of green psychological climate. However, the consid-

ered theory contributes to value-added leadership, but fails to examine the relationship in 

the presence of occupational stress. The work of Usmanova et al. [60] explored the sup-

portive role of colleagues, IWB, creative self-efficacy due to motivating language of lead-

ers. The study found motivating language has a positive relationship with IWB when cre-

ative self-efficacy is mediator but not as a moderator. This is interesting, but again, occu-

pational stress was not covered, which is a gap in the existing work. Thus, this study is 

built on the argument that in the presence of occupational stress, further study is war-

ranted to better understand IWB. The work of Haque [61] found a significant direct impact 

of SHRM on employee turnover intentions and perceived organisational performance. 

Nonetheless, the work of Haque did not consider occupational stress of employees, which 

could affect the perceived organisational performance. Different studies use different the-
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ories to investigate the distinctive aspects of organisational behaviour, including innova-

tive work behaviour. The current study, therefore, relied on axiological stance to justify 

its selection and use as a framework underpinning the research. Thus, the choice of acti-

vation theory offers a new but complementary pathway that provides a higher openness 

to engage the subject matter. 

3. Research Methodology 

In this cross-sectional comparative study, data were collected from selected logistic 

firms in Canada and Pakistan. These two countries were chosen for a cross-cultural com-

parative study because both countries are highly distinct based on the five cultural dimen-

sions coined by Hofstede—individualism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, mas-

culinity, and long-term orientation [62,63]. Nonetheless, the two considered countries 

have similar trends and variations in the logistic businesses [11–14,17]. We aimed to ex-

amine the advanced and emerging economies in terms of trends and variation in con-

trasting economies, and two options that emerged were “UK and Pakistan” and “Canada 

and Pakistan” [11–14,17,44,57]. Nonetheless, considering specifically logistic businesses 

[17,44,57], we found similar trends and thus, we considered Pakistan and Canada. The 

rationale of selecting two contrasting economies (comparative case) instead of a single 

case study is due to the aspect of generalizability. A single case study is region-specific 

while comparative economies delimit specificity by offering greater generalizability 

[12,14,17]. Thus, the study presents a cross-cultural management research insight with 

practical implications for logistics organisations working in these countries. Using net-

working and professional connections, the researchers approached 25 SMEs in Canada, 

and nine, reflecting a 36% response rate, agreed, and participated in the study. On the 

other hand, the first nine SMEs that were approached in Pakistan agreed to participate in 

the study, giving the research team an equal number of organisations from both countries 

to be included in this study. After the formal consent attained from the HR department of 

the selected organisations, researchers requested HR officers for the arrangement of 

Skype/face-to-face interviews with the supervisors and employees. In Canada, interviews 

were first conducted with the employees, followed by their supervisors. A similar pattern 

was followed in Pakistan. The Canadian sample consisted of 23 supervisors while the Pa-

kistani sample had 15 supervisors out of the 65 total approached (collective response rate 

of 58.46%), as well as 58 employees in Canada and 39 from Pakistan (total 97 out of total 

200 approached, reflecting a 48.5% collective response rate). Hence, 38 supervisors and 97 

employees participated in this study. The sampling sizes in the qualitative studies are not 

determined like quantitative studies; the rule of thumb is to have a sufficient sample size 

is for quantitative studies, whereas theoretical saturation is used in qualitative studies [12–

14,17]. Additionally, ref. [64] argued that between 30–50 interviews are effective in reach-

ing saturation point in comparative studies. A saturation point is when there is no new or 

different response incurring [14]. Thus, saturation point attained in this study with 38 in-

terviews with the supervisors and 97 employees. 

The rationale behind qualitative studies is that the emphasis remained on the explor-

ing research phenomenon. The hidden embedded themes are explored so that the useful 

truth could be attained. The human feelings and opinions, if numerically expressed, do 

not mean that they convey the underline hidden themes [17]. The mathematical objectivity 

could be attained, but how the truth could be useful would remain questionable. The over 

reliance on quantitative methods is one of the subjective approaches often practiced in 

academic research. The use of a qualitative method itself is the evidence that not each and 

every thing could be or should be quantified. The grounded theory is widely acceptable, 

as opposed to a positivist approach, which may not be appropriate in all situations. Hence, 

we argue that a qualitative approach is equally as prudent as quantitative methods. 

The first set of questions related to “ethical leadership” and “occupational stress”, 

and these featured in the interviews with the employees, whereas participating supervi-

sors were asked about the “IWB” of participating employees. Every employee was coded 
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by his/her respective employment ID and supervisors of their respective department were 

coded to ensure that every supervisor expressed views about his/her own subordinates. 

The study used existing scales for measuring the stress in the workplace adopted from 

earlier studies, including [10,11,14]. They include, “How often do you feel stress due to work-

load”, “define yourself at the stressful situation”, “How do you feel when you are given orders on 

short deadline?”, “Do you think you are able to finish assigned task in the right manner, even when 

you are stressed?”, and “Are you interested in abstract ideas and creative thoughts?” Moreover, 

items on instruments for measuring ethical leadership by [32] was considered in this 

study. These items included, “Do your supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions?”, “How 

does your supervisor define success, is it by the means or ends?”, and “Do you think your super-

visor listens to what employees have to say?”. Additionally, the study adopted the ten-item 

scale of De Jong and Den Hartog [30] for asking supervisor’s views regarding the IWB of 

employees. Items included, “How often does this employee, pay attention to issues that are not 

part of his daily work?”, “How often does this employee, generate original solutions for problems?”, 

“How often does this employee, attempt to convince people to support an innovative idea?”, and 

“How often does this employee, put effort in the development of new things?”. 

Further, the study followed the pattern of using age, gender, and experience as con-

trolled variables as explored in earlier studies (see [65,66]). For reliability and validity pur-

poses, the backgrounds of the participants were checked with HR officers by asking them 

to confirm the age, education, experience, etc., of the randomly picked employees by giv-

ing them their employment ID numbers. The formal email explained that the research 

objective is academic, and participants’ anonymity and confidentiality was assured. Un-

like in quantitative methods, the common method bias is not determined through statis-

tical tests. Instead, the validity and reliability of the construct, content, and fair represen-

tation method is employed in qualitative studies to overcome the issue of common 

method bias [12,14]. In this research, we employed the similar technique used by previous 

studies (see [12,14]) to ensure the fairness of the process. In both countries, interviews 

were conducted in the English language. Researchers used coding, labelling, and thematic 

analysis to determine frequencies, and later, proportional analysis. 

4. Findings and Discussions 

As evident in Table 1, the majority of the employees were male (61.2%), having a 

bachelor’s degree (42%), with average of 5–7 years of working experience (39%), and aged 

between 35 and 42 years (37.2%). 

Table 1. Demographic variables—employees’ representation. 

Gender 
Male  

61.2% 

Female  

38.8% 

Age 18–25 26–34 35–42 43–50 51 or above 

 8.4% 28.7% 37.2% 14.5% 11.2% 

Qualification Grade 12 Bachelor’s Master’s Other 

 5.3% 42% 31.6% 21.1% 

Experience Less than a year 1–2 years 3–4 years  5–7 years 8–10 years Over 10 years 

 5% 10% 13% 39% 12% 21% 

On the other hand, the majority of the supervisors were male (73.2%), having a mas-

ter’s qualification (53.2%), aged between 45 and 54 years (46.3%), and with an average of 

7–10 years’ experience (31.2%) (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Demographic variables—supervisors’ representation. 

Gender 
Male  

73.2% 

Female  

26.8% 

Age 18–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55 or above 

 0 5% 10.5% 46.3% 38.2% 

Qualification Grade 12 Bachelor’s Master’s Other 

 0 34.6 53.2% 12.2% 

Experience Less than a year 1–3 years  4–6 years 7–10 years Over 10 years 

 0 16.1% 24.1% 31.2% 28.6% 

Through funnel approach, it is evident that Canadian supervisors are more experi-

enced in contrast to Pakistani supervisors (67.2% against 55.2%; Figure 1). Moreover, the 

workforce in Pakistan is relatively young and less experienced in contrast to the Canadian 

workforce (72.1% against 36.5%, Figure 1). In term of gender comparison, the Canadian 

workforce has a higher number of males, whereas a higher number of females constitute 

the Pakistani workforce (66.7% against 57.2%, Figure 1). Interestingly, on the average su-

pervisors with minimum three subordinates were considered in this study. 

 

Figure 1. Different attributes in the contrasting economies (funnel approach). 

Proportional analysis revealed that overall, 72% of employees exhibited IWB (Table 

3; Figure 2). Some of the responses are shown below. 

Table 3. Employees exhibiting innovative work behaviour (IWB). 

Yes Unsure No 

70 9 18 

67.20%
72.10%

66.70%

33.30%

55.20%

36.50%
42.80%

57.20%

SUPERVISORY 
EXPERIENCE

EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE

MALE FEMALE

Comparison of attributes in 
contrasting economies

Canada Pakistan
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Figure 2. Own illustration of employees demonstrating IWB. 

The analysis revealed that participants show IBW by being more creative and taking self-initiative 

(Table 4).  

Table 4. Responses from participants reflecting IWB. 

I always look for new plans on daily basis. 

Yes, at work I want to try experimenting new things 

In addition to that, the Pakistani workforce showed higher IWB in comparison to the 

Canadian workforce. 

The comparison is reflected through the inclusion of responses from both economies 

in Figure 3 and Table 5. 

 

Figure 3. Comparison of country context exhibiting IWB. 

  

72%

9%

19%

EMPLOYEES EXHIBITING IWB

Yes Unsure No

77.30%

46.80%

Pakistan Canada

Comparison of country context 
exhibiting IWB
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Table 5. Innovative work behaviour (IWB)-related responses from contrasting economies. 

Canadian respondent 
Response 1: Thinking different gives me a spark at work

Response 2: I try usually doing extra than required just to improve myself

Pakistani respondent 

Response 1: This work has really challenged me and I feel every time I learn new thing

Response 2: My learning curve continuously improves because of the creative work

Response 3: Yes, indeed I feel I am learning new things every time

The analysis also considered three-item measurement by considering ethical leader-

ship, occupational stress, and IWB under proportional analysis while comparing and ex-

ploring two dimensions, namely gender and economies. 

Firstly, the majority of participants confirmed the negative relationship between oc-

cupational stress and IWB (81.2% against 9.7%, Figure 4). Moreover, the majority con-

firmed that IWB is not predicted by occupational stress (69.2% against 14.3%, Figure 4). 

Further evidence is presented in Table 6. 

 

Figure 4. Occupational stress and IWB. 

Table 6. Occupational stress and IWB. 

Negative relationship between 

occupational stress and IWB 

Response 1: Yes, when I am given full liberty, I bring more creativity but stress is always 

restricting my ideas.

Response 2: Yeah, well if my manager says you can do it your way then I am more 

motivated to show my creative thinking. But under deadlines and stressed situations, I am 

shy to express myself.

Occupational stress does not pre-

dict IWB 

Response 1: Not at all, when I am stressed, I cannot show my innovation.

Response 2: Of course not, more I am stressed for any reason, the lesser innovative thinking 

I will show.

Interestingly, higher ethical leadership perceived by employees showed lower occu-

pational stress and higher IWB (55.6% against 23.4%, Figure 5 and Table 7). 
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Figure 5. Perceived ethical leadership reduces stress and improves IWB. 

Table 7. Perceiving ethical leadership reduces stress and improves IWB. 

Well, yes I learn new things when I try. How can the manager expect me to do good when I am fearing everything and depending 

on him? When I see my manager is setting good examples I am more keen to perform well. When manager shouts or say  

something that stresses employee, they are nervous. In my case, my manager is very consideration and I can share anything with 

him. He helps me a lot at work in reducing my stress, this is the reason I do well. 

See it is like confidence building. There is direct connection. I am given chance to work out my own way then I will bring new 

ideas. The more you force me to move in your given direction the less I will use my brain. In case of manager, I do trust his  

decision. He makes balance decisions and gives me full free hand so I am open to try new things. He unburden my stress so I feel 

less stressed because of good behaviour of my manager and it automatically improves my functionality and creativity. 

Nevertheless, employees perceiving lower ethical leadership showed higher occupa-

tional stress and lower IWB (Figure 5; Table 7). Hence, considering Trait Activation The-

ory, we examined the moderating role of ethical leadership in impacting IWB. We also 

found that IWB is not predicted by the occupational stress, but ethical leadership reduces 

occupational stress and that leads to innovative work behaviour in such a manner that 

higher ethical leadership will lead employees to have higher IWB and lower occupational 

stress. Thus, the findings confirmed that ethical leadership has a positive relationship with 

IWB and reduces occupational stress, thereby supporting earlier studies in this discipline 

[14,20,67]. 

The results further demonstrate that supervisors’ creative personality could assist 

employees in actively exploring innovative solutions, ideas, and methods (Table 8). There-

fore, this study supports the work of [68,69]. Furthermore, the findings support the work 

of [70–72] which that found that higher innovation demonstrated by employees having 

lower occupational stress. 

Table 8. Responses reflecting IWB. 

Yes... I believe that my manager has quite creative personality and this why I am more innovative and creative in  

putting up solutions. 

Yeah, I think my manager is very creative himself and he encourages me to work on innovative ideas. 

Oh yes, surely manager is creative person. He really likes and supports the creative methods than traditional approach 
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Furthermore, the findings reinforce the works of [73,74] by confirming by a majority 

of 61.5% of participants that ethical leaders encourage employees’ innovative work be-

haviour and reduces stress of employees (Table 9). Moreover, [75]’s findings confirmed 

that employees having a higher perception of their leader being ethical show higher ef-

forts towards engaging in “creative-constructive” thoughts and behaviours. 

Table 9. Responses reflecting ethical leaders encourage IWB. 

Our manager always concerns us when she is making a decision just to see if right thing is happening in right manner. 

No, not always, my manager is promoting the right channel but still I am creative enough to develop unique ideas. 

Well, yes, he always cares about the interest of employees and this is the reason I am so open to experimentations. 

We found also that males perceive higher support from leaders in contrast to their 

female counterparts (58% against 31%, Figure 6; Table 10). Based on country comparisons, 

the Pakistani workforce perceives higher ethical leadership support in contrast to the Ca-

nadian workforce (61.3% against 45.2%, Figure 6; Table 10). 

 

Figure 6. Perceived ethical leadership support in different dimensions. 

Table 10. Responses perceived ethical leadership support. 

Pakistani male  

response 1: 

Like I said before, I believe in my manager being very honest person so the trust factor brings more creative 

elements in my thought process while I am working on tasks. 

Canadian male  

response 1: 
I think my leader is fair person. 

Canadian female  

response 1: 

No, I am not right person to ask this, believe me. If his mood isn’t good. We suffer for no reason. This is 

why there is less heart at work. 

Canadian male  

response 2: 
Well, what can I say? I guess he is good person. He never stresses me so I work on my own pace. 

Pakistani male  

response 3: 

Of course, I do see him very humble, nice, polite, and honest person. Yes, I enjoy working under him  

because I trust him. He is helpful and considerate. He won’t pass his stress to us. 

Pakistani female  

response 3: 
Yes, he is humble and honest, so I like working in his team. Really have human side towards his workforce. 
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The findings showed that overall, 63% employees confirmed that ethical leaders, 

through their open communication and dialogue, enable employees to pursue personal 

initiatives and reduce their anxiety (Table 11). Hence, our findings confirmed similar ar-

guments adduced by [37]. 

Table 11. Responses reflecting open communication impact. 

Manager is always communicating with us. He listens to us. We can share our problems and he understand our stress,  

our problems. 

Yes, she is very balanced person. Genuinely professional with ability discuss with all before finalising anything. 

I do not remember he has ever imposed anything on us. He has charming personality and really cares for us. 

Another notable finding is that there was no conclusive evidence established in both 

cross-cultural management contexts regarding the ethical leader’s anticipation for “not 

punishing employees for their mistakes”, as only limited respondents (32% against 11.5%) 

agreed to this being a characteristic of ethical leadership (Table 12). Hence, this study dif-

fers from the work of [39]. 

Table 12. Responses reflecting ethical leaders do not anticipate punishments. 

Pakistani male employee: I cannot say much but sometimes she does question my approach when I make mistakes. 

Canadian male employee: Although, my manager is fair but if I am doing something incorrect, he takes strict notice. 

Pakistani female employee: No, he does not punish anyone. He is very mature person. 

Canadian female employee: Sometimes, my manager does. 

Majority of the participants in both countries (61% against 17.2%) confirmed that in-

novative solutions result from risk-taking behaviour and confident employees challenge 

the “status quo” (Figure 7). Males scored higher in challenging “status quo” in contrast to 

females (62.3% against 19.8%), but there is no conclusive evidence of a difference of opin-

ion in challenging the “status quo” from both countries. The majority of study participants 

from both countries confirmed that risk-taking behaviour often leads to deliver desired 

results when there is support from ethical leadership. In other words, IWB is significantly 

influenced by ethical leadership support. However, the risk-taking behaviour delivering 

desired results is a finding that contradicts the argument of [36,76]. 
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   (b) 

Figure 7. (a) Risk-taking behaviour improves innovative solutions and challenges the status quo. 

(b) Contrasting gender responding to risk-taking behaviour leads to desired results. 

In terms of gender, in both cross-cultural country contexts, males scored higher than 

females in stating that risk-taking behaviour often leads to delivering desired results (54% 

against 23.2%; Table 13, Figure 8). 

Table 13. Responses reflecting risk-taking behaviour leads to desired results. 

Pakistani male 1: Yes, more chances you will take, more you are likely to get results 

Canadian male 1: Risk is everywhere, If you do not take initiative, less likely you will get good results. 

Pakistani female 1: No, I do not thing that you have to be daring and risk-taking to get things done. 

Canadian female 2: 
Not always, It is not necessary that if I do not have risk-taking behaviour then I will not get desired 

results. 

 

Figure 8. Contrasting economies responding to risk-taking behaviour leads to desired results. 

However, the Pakistani workforce scored higher than the Canadian workforce (58.6% 

against 27.2%, Table 14; Figure 8). 
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Table 14. Responses reflecting risk-taking behaviour leads to desired results (country context). 

Pakistani male: 
Yes, I feel you have to be daring to try new things. Remember nothing great ever happen unless you 

try it and believe me, it pays off. 

Pakistani female: Sometimes you have to take risk to make things happen for good. 

Canadian female: Results could be even obtained without being ultra-aggressive. 

Canadian male: No, without risk still one can manage to get desired outcome. 

One of the invaluable assets of the organisations is their workforce as they play vital 

role in the organization’s success [11,77,78]. Thus, a lower level of occupational stress 

among employees enables them to address new challenges and sacrifice personal goals 

for organisational interests. Therefore, ethical leadership support is effective in addressing 

the needs of the organisation and sustaining human capital. Additionally, a large number 

of studies have confirmed that supportive supervision promotes risk-taking behaviour 

and therefore, employees show higher IWB in the workplace [79–81]. 

The extant literature has also found that males have higher risk-taking behaviour 

than females, irrespective of the supervisory support (58.6% against 27.2%, Table 15). Fur-

thermore, present findings support the work of [54] that leaders’ ethical duty includes 

fostering employees’ risk-taking in order to encourage them to be more creative. Moreo-

ver, the analysis of the interview transcripts also showed that systematic training pro-

grammes should be introduced to reduce stress and educate ethical leadership to support 

employees demonstrating IWB. Therefore, this study supports, to a large extent, the find-

ings of [82,83]. 

Table 15. Responses reflecting risk-taking behaviour irrespective of supervisory support (gender perspective). 

Males 1: Not matter if I have any support from the manager, I will still take my risks to be more dynamic. 

Males 2: Yes, I will take my chances, if support comes from others good but if not, I will still do it my way. 

Females 1: Only if I have support 

Females 2: I cannot say but why do you need to take risk, if it is not required so support is altogether another thing. 

5. Conclusions 

The ethical behaviour of organisational leaders plays a significant role in promoting 

innovative ideas, work behaviour, and solutions among employees having an “openness 

to experience” trait. It is evident that employees’ occupational stress negatively affects 

their IWB, and IWB is significantly higher due to the moderate role of ethical leadership. 

In addition, it is evident that males, in contrast to their female counterparts, have a higher 

tendency to take risks and demonstrate innovative work behaviour. Employees perceiv-

ing their leaders to be ethical demonstrate higher creative-constructive thinking. Interest-

ingly, males received higher support from their leaders in both country settings. This 

could be largely credited to the existing norms and cultures prevailing inside the organi-

sations. Again, it is evident that relatively higher ethical leadership support is given to the 

Pakistani workforce in contrast to the Canadian workforce compared in this study. The 

Pakistani workforce scored higher than the Canadian workforce in risk-taking and IWB. 

This could largely be accredited to the age factor, as the Pakistani workforce is relatively 

younger in comparison to the Canadian workforce. Interestingly, the ethical leadership’s 

anticipation to not punish workers for their mistakes is not a key characteristic to enhance 

innovative behaviour. In fact, it is not even viewed by employees as a supportive effort of 

leaders in increasing innovative behaviour. Stress from the manager can affect IWB, while 

leaders who are able to handle stress of employees can bring the best out of employees. 

Moreover, males in contrast to females have a higher tendency to challenge the “status 

quo” in the organisations. Moreover, it is evident that risk-taking behaviour often leads 

to desired results, and in this regard, males scored higher than females. Furthermore, the 

Pakistani workforce demonstrated higher risk-taking behaviour and agreed that this leads 
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to attaining desired results. The Canadian workforce scored lower; however, this study 

found that although ethical leaders’ support is vital in fostering innovative behaviour, 

males are more often risk takers while females are generally risk-averse, irrespective of 

the ethical leadership support that is provided or available. Stress is inevitable in the 

workplace, and it can negatively affect the creativity of employees. Ethical leaders are vital 

in the reduction of stress and creating an atmosphere that promotes innovative workplace 

behaviour. 

This research paper has a limitation of understudying “openness to experience”, 

which is one of the personality traits interlinked with Trait Activation Theory. Our focus 

was more on the innovative work behaviour and occupational stress while ignoring the 

openness to experience. Hence, we recommend that future studies incorporate it so there 

is higher generalizability and in-depth understanding of Trait Activation Theory. 

Furthermore, the research design could be improved by including more cross-cul-

tural studies. This study focused on covering multiple dimensions, and it came at the ex-

pense of a moderate research design. It would be interesting to see the inclusion of a cross-

cultural study framework further incorporated to examine the variables of interest. 

This study is qualitative in nature, while previously, researchers focused on quanti-

tative aspects. Still, a mixed methodology is missing that could offer a holistic view of the 

research phenomenon. Using the positivistic approach vs. grounded theory for just qual-

itative studies could perhaps improve research designs. 

6. Theoretical and Practical Implications 

One of the critical contributions of this research to the literature is insight supporting 

the consideration of ethical leadership as a moderating variable to understand the rela-

tionship between IWB and occupational stress as an important addition to the extant lit-

erature. Prior to this study, there was no conclusive research that considered the role of 

ethical leadership in dealing with stress and IWB simultaneously. For this reason, we pro-

vide a new insight through discussing leadership to explore the concepts of IWB and oc-

cupational stress within one construct. Since previous research extensively adopts quan-

titative methods while neglecting the most prominent work feature (occupational stress), 

we focused on the qualitative aspect of the phenomenon by including occupational stress. 

This provided an explorative aspect instead of testing statistical results. We further criti-

cally evaluated the value-based leadership theories and connected them with the concept 

of occupational stress, which is a new theoretical stance previously not found in the exist-

ing literature. 

This study also offers practical implications for managers/supervisors/leaders within 

the organisational setting to enhance employees’ innovative work behaviour to manage 

the dynamic challenges of dealing with occupational stress. Hence, this paper reinforces 

the significant implications of ethical values (value-based leadership) in the workplace 

because it promotes the achievement of organisational goals while facilitating a positive 

management of employee stress. Leaders and workers are both part of society; therefore, 

ethical vision, mission, and innovative work behaviour is an individual as well as a col-

lective responsibility to improve the overall image of organisations and societies. This pa-

per offers deeper insight that can inform guidance to organisations to address and miti-

gate the challenges of the dynamic business environment through the reduction of occu-

pational stress (such as by offering stress management programmes, workshops, ventila-

tion sessions) so that innovative work behaviour of employees can be enhanced. 
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