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Abstract

Purpose: The present study focuses on developing a conceptual framework 
that explores the relationships between teachers’ intent to leave and a 
spectrum of ethics perceptions. The authors argue that these relationships 
are mediated by organizational commitment (affective and normative). 
Research Design: Organizational ethics was measured by teachers’ 
perceptions of ethical climate (caring and formal), organizational justice 
(distributive and procedural), and tendency to misbehave. Participants were 
1,016 schoolteachers from 35 schools affiliated with a secondary-level school 
network in Israel. Findings: Results of a multilevel analysis reveal direct 
relationships between intent to leave and dimensions of all three ethical 
constructs. The mediation effect of affective and normative commitment was 
full for caring climate and partial for procedural justice and tendency to 
misbehave. Conclusions: The contribution of this study is the integrative 
approach to organizational ethics as predicting teachers’ intent to leave, an 
approach rarely taken in previous research. The results may have implications 
for educational policies that focus on improving ethical perceptions while 
containing teachers’ voluntary turnover.
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Intent to leave, as a predictor of voluntary turnover (Lee & Mitchell, 1994), 
is a key concern in educational systems for securing and maintaining quali-
fied workforce (Smylie & Miretzky, 2004). Containing teachers’ intent to 
leave is becoming a primary target of school administrators, not only because 
of its considerable cost to human resource management (Harris, James, & 
Boonthanom, 2005). In schools, this factor poses a problem that carries 
unique organizational and pedagogical implications. Often teachers who 
consider leaving are the more qualified ones, which jeopardizes teaching 
standards in the school (Ingersoll, 2001). Because teacher quality depends, 
among other things, on experience, intent to leave can damage school reputa-
tion and faculty cohesion and consequently school effectiveness (Ingersoll, 
2004). Research has consistently shown that teachers leave their work 
because of lack of satisfaction and burnout (Fore, Martin, & Bender, 2002; 
Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Hale-Jinks, Knopf, & Kemple, 2006).

Studies have indicated a link between the way employees perceive ethics 
in their workplace and their intent to leave and voluntary leaving (e.g., Loi, 
Hang-yue, & Foley, 2006). The complex nature of teaching, because of its 
boundaries of time, place, content, and tasks, invites numerous situations in 
which ethical dilemmas might arise (Van Maanen, 1995). Teachers are moral 
agents in the school environment (Delattre & Russell, 1993; Higgins, 1995; 
Sergiovanni, 1996; Tirri, 1999). They are expected to be role models and to 
educate their students regarding values (Noddings, 1992; Starratt, 1991). 
Therefore, we tested our study’s hypotheses on teachers to find whether this 
important relationship exists also in educational systems.

More than being part of individuals’ makeup and behaviors, moral values 
reflect society’s culture and its impact on the immediate environment. In 
organizations, ethics is a critical aspect of members’ behavioral norms, and 
leadership is measured by the degree to which it inspires ethical standards to 
influence employees’ behavior. Most current leadership development pro-
grams in Western countries emphasize the importance of ethical decision 
making to lead effectively (Begley & Stefkovich, 2007). Numerous studies 
have indicated that effective educational leadership is based on values (e.g., 
Brown, 2006; Rapp, 2002; Riester, Pursch, & Skrla, 2002). Because teachers’ 
intent to leave may reduce school effectiveness (Ingersoll, 2001, 2004), we 
believe that value-based leadership may reduce teachers’ intent to leave.
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Recent studies have conveyed the importance of value-based leadership 
through the construct of “authentic leadership.” Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, 
Wernsing, and Peterson (2008) saw authentic leadership as promoting a pos-
itive ethical climate and an internalized moral perspective. These authors 
showed that authentic leadership was related to key organizational outcomes 
such as job satisfaction and work performance. In education, Begley (2006) 
and Begley and Stefkovich (2007) defined authentic leadership as an 
approach to presenting ethical leadership practices and moral literacy in a 
way relevant to school leaders.

Although previous research has tended to focus on single selected aspects 
of organizational ethics (Grissmer & Kirby, 1992; Johnsrud & Rosser, 2002; 
Ladebo, 2005; Liu & Meyer, 2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006), this study 
deals with a spectrum of such aspects (ethical climate, organizational justice, 
tendency to misbehave) and their interrelationships. We selected these ethical 
constructs because of pervasive research interest in them in recent years. The 
study questions then are whether consistent relationships can be detected 
between intent to leave and organizational ethics as perceived by teachers 
and, if they can, how we can explain them.

The purpose of the study is to develop a theoretical framework, where the 
link between various dimensions of employees’ perceptions of organizational 
ethics (organizational climate, organizational justice, and organizational mis-
behavior) and intent to leave is explained by a concept proven to be a potent 
mediator in organizational behavior research, namely, organizational com-
mitment. Our study takes past research a step further, allowing a broader 
view of the influence of organizational ethics on teachers’ intent to leave.

Intent to Leave
Intent to leave is the degree to which workers want to exchange their present 
jobs for others elsewhere (Hanisch & Hulin, 1991). It has been operational-
ized as employees’ responses to items asking about thinking of leaving, the 
desirability of leaving, and the likelihood of leaving their current job (Blau, 
1998; Hanisch & Hulin, 1991).

Intent to leave is often considered a withdrawal behavior, akin to behav-
iors such as lateness and absenteeism (Hanisch & Hulin, 1990, 1991). Work 
withdrawal occurs when employees stay at the job but decide to be less par-
ticipative for some reason (e.g., low satisfaction with the job coupled with a 
risk of forfeiting a pension plan in the case of leaving).

The importance of studying employees’ intentions to leave cannot be 
overstated. Employees with such intentions to leave are likely to reduce their 
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effort at work (Maertz & Campion, 1998), which in turn lowers their produc-
tivity and may affect their colleagues’ motivation and effort (Tett & Meyer, 
1993). Moreover, intent to leave is normally viewed as a proxy for actual 
voluntary turnover (Ladebo, 2005; Price & Mueller, 1986; Steel & Ovalle, 
1984; Tett & Meyer, 1993), which is one of the behaviors most detrimental to 
organizational effectiveness (Shaw, Gupta, & Delery, 2005).

The theory of reasoned action suggests that intention is a psychological 
precursor to a behavioral act (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). An individual’s 
intention to perform or not to perform a behavioral act is its immediate deter-
minant. Based on this notion, an individual who nurtures the thought of 
leaving his or her school is more likely to do so if the right conditions exist. 
Several studies in educational settings have argued that teachers’ intent to 
leave is related to their actual turnover (Lachman & Diamant, 1987; Ladebo, 
2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006). In practice, empirical studies on this rela-
tionship are relatively rare because of the need to rely on biased memory or 
on longitudinal designs. One example of a study conducted in educational 
institutions is that by Johnsrud and Rosser (2002) on 2,932 faculty members 
employed in a 10-campus system of public higher education in a western 
U.S. state. This study indicated a significant relationship between intent to 
leave and actual leaving (r = .38, p < .05).

Traditionally, studies have shown that employees tend to leave their jobs 
because of unfavorable work experience, above all job dissatisfaction 
(Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000; Hom & Griffeth, 1995). Working condi-
tions, such as interpersonal treatment, peer relations, leadership style and 
support, school climate, problems with student behavior and the handling of 
student discipline, parental support, and promotion in school, are directly 
associated with teachers’ job satisfaction (Norton, 1999). A common theme 
behind these examples is related to social relationships.

Low salary has often been found to be a significant predictor of teachers’ 
intent to leave (Liu & Meyer, 2005). The emphasis on financial benefits and 
career mobility has its theoretical roots in human-capital theory, which posits 
that employees act as intelligent labor market participants and navigate in 
and out of different professions by assessing the economic benefits and costs 
of such moves (Macdonald, 1999). Teachers’ starting salaries lag behind 
those of other professionals in business and industry, and the teacher com-
pensation system lacks differentiation by expertise and work quality 
(Grissmer & Kirby, 1992). Thus, teachers capable of developing skills for 
other careers may tend to leave.

Most of these predictors have ethical implications (e.g., promotion and 
salaries related to organizational justice), so we argue, based on growing 
research in organizational behavior, that teachers’ perceptions about ethics in 
their workplace are major predictors of intent to leave. Studies show that 
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perceptions of low ethics in the workplace lead to job dissatisfaction and low 
commitment (Appelbaum, Deguire, & Lay, 2005; Cohen, 1995; Malloy & 
Agarwal, 2003; Peterson, 2002). It follows that when teachers perceive the 
ethics of their organizations as dissatisfying, they may become less commit-
ted to their jobs and may react with dysfunctional work attitudes such as 
considering leaving. Prior studies have provided both theoretical and empiri-
cal evidence on the relationship between perceived organizational ethics and 
intent to leave, as outlined below.

Next, we present a theoretical framework for our arguments, drawn from 
the literature on social exchange theory (Rousseau, 1995). We then review 
three key perceptions of organizational ethics (ethical climate, organizational 
justice, and tendency to misbehave) and empirical evidence of their relation-
ships with intent to leave. To prepare the ground for our integrative approach, 
we show the interrelationships of  the three ethical concepts and the mediat-
ing role of organizational commitment.

Ethical Climate and Intent to Leave
A substantial amount of research on ethical climate has been conducted in the 
past two decades, primarily driven by Victor and Cullen’s (1987, 1988) initial 
work. These authors defined ethical climate as employees’ perceptions of 
organizational norms regarding behavior and decisions, including those with 
ethical content. Ethical climate places respondents in the role of observer. It 
serves as a perceptual lens through which employees assess situations, which 
may help them identify ethical issues and solve these problems (Cullen, 
Parboteeah, & Victor, 2003).

Ethical climate, according to Victor and Cullen (1987, 1988), has two 
dimensions. One consists of basic ethical elements: egoism (maximizing 
self-interests), benevolence (maximizing joint interests), and principle 
(adherence to moral principles). The other consists of levels of analysis: indi-
vidual, local (organizational), and cosmopolitan (societal). Cross-tabulation 
of the two dimensions produces nine ethical climates. Victor and Cullen 
(1988) collapsed them into five: (a) caring (egoism at the cosmopolitan level 
and benevolence at all levels, where employees have genuine interest in 
others’ welfare, inside and outside the organization), (b) instrumental (egoism 
on the individual and local levels, where personal and organizational  
interests are most important), (c) rules (principle on the local level, where 
employees are mainly guided by organizational rules and procedures),  
(d) law and code (principle on the cosmopolitan level, where employees are 
guided by laws, regulations, and professional codes), and (e) independence 
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(principle on the individual level, where employees are guided by personal 
convictions and personal morality).

This five-factor structure was used in subsequent studies (e.g., Weber, 
1995). A study by Rosenblatt and Peled (2002) in Israel replicated the five-
dimension solution of ethical school climate, and two dimensions emerged as 
the most powerful and most valid predictors of school outcomes: caring and 
formal. The caring climate reflects concern for all who are affected by the 
school decisions, promoting values of compassion and attention to individual 
and social needs. It follows that teachers are likely to cherish a caring climate 
that attends to their interests. The formal climate combines two of Victor and 
Cullen’s (1988) factors: rules and law and code. In such a climate, employees 
are expected to adhere to their organization’s rules and to their profession’s 
codes and regulations. Through ethical rules, everyone in the organization 
learns how to behave, which values are held in high esteem, and which 
behaviors are rewarded (Appelbaum et al., 2005). It follows that teachers are 
likely to appreciate a formal climate that protects them from abusive organi-
zational processes. These two dimensions—caring and formal—have been 
adopted for the present study, where schools constitute the study site.

Social exchange theory has often been used in research on organizational 
behavior to explain the relationship between employees’ perceptions and 
behavioral reactions (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, 1995). This 
theory proposes that the parties in any given relationship seek balance and 
fairness in it. Employees who perceive their organization as treating them 
well will reciprocally increase their positive perceptions. Conversely, 
employees who feel they have been mistreated by the organization are likely 
to intensify their negative perceptions of it (Kickul, 2001) and may look for 
ways to retrieve the benefits to which they feel entitled to protect themselves 
from future mistreatment (Turnley, Bolino, Lester, & Bloodgood, 2004).

Consistent with this theory, we argue that ethical climate is part of the organi-
zational inputs into the social exchange to which employees react. Ethical values 
deriving from an ethical climate give a sense of being part of a community, guide 
organizational members’ behavior (Schein, 1990; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2009), 
and often protect employees’ rights. When employees feel at ease with organiza-
tionally endorsed values, they reciprocate with favorable work attitudes, such as 
intent to stay and organizational commitment; when they do not, they may react 
by developing intentions to leave the organization.

Based on the theoretical framework of the social exchange theory 
(Rousseau, 1995) presented above and on a number of studies (Appelbaum  
et al., 2005; Dickson, Smith, Grojean, & Ehrhart, 2001; Ingersoll, 2001, 
2004) pointing to the relationship between ethical climate and intent to leave, 
we argue that both caring and formal types of ethical climate may predict 
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intent to leave. When teachers perceive their workplace as characterized by a 
caring climate, in which their emotional and other needs are carefully consid-
ered, or by a formal climate, in which the transparency of rules and regulations 
protects them from managerial abuse of their rights, they will be less likely 
to leave.

Organizational Justice and Intent to Leave
Studies on organizational justice have consistently shown that employees 
expect organizational decisions to be fair and that they engage in negative 
reactions to the organization, such as poor performance, absenteeism, and 
turnover, when they believe that they are subject to unjust decisions or out-
comes (Greenberg, 1990, 1995; Moorman, 1991). Organizational justice is a 
term used to describe the role of fairness in the workplace (Greenberg, 1995). 
Specifically, it focuses on processes by which individuals determine whether 
they have been treated fairly and on the ways in which these perceptions 
affect other outcomes.

A grasp of the concept of justice is critical for understanding interpersonal 
relationships and organizational processes. Research has focused on two subdo-
mains: distributive justice and procedural justice. The former refers to the fairness 
of outcomes affecting an employee and has been implicitly considered in the 
contexts of equity theory (Adams, 1965), relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 
1982), and referent cognitions theory (Folger, 1986). These theories suggest that 
when receiving organizational outcomes, employees use principles such as 
equity (outcomes allocated based on inputs such as effort) or equality (outcomes 
allocated equally to all regardless of inputs) to establish the justness or unjustness 
of the outcome. Procedural justice describes the fairness of the procedures used 
to determine those outcomes (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2010).

Research has provided evidence that procedural and distributive justice have 
different predictive roles, which may be based on different facets of exchange 
theory: economic exchange and social exchange (Kwon, 2006; Moorman, 1991). 
We use this argument to explain relationships between the two types of organiza-
tional justice and intent to leave. Distributive justice focuses on outcome 
distribution, whereas economic exchange focuses on reward-related transactions. 
Therefore, economic exchange may explain why teachers who feel unjustifiably 
underrewarded will tend to leave for a more rewarding workplace. Procedural 
justice focuses on social transactions and involves perceptions about the way one 
is treated in the allocation of organizational rewards. Therefore, we may expect 
social exchange, which is based on trust, loyalty, and the individual’s commit-
ment, to explain why a teacher who feels mistreated will develop intent to leave 
for a workplace that treats him or her with better social procedures.
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Based on the theoretical framework presented above and on empirical studies 
(DeConinck & Bachmann, 2005; Greenberg, 1990; McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992) 
on the relationship between organizational justice and intent to leave, we argue 
that both distributive and procedural justice may predict intent to leave.

Tendency to Misbehave and Intent to Leave
Tendency to misbehave is measured by employees’ perception of themselves or 
their colleagues engaging in malfunctional behaviors (Vardi, 2001). Misbehavior 
is a voluntary act, committed by choice (e.g., voluntary lateness, voluntary 
absence), which may violate shared organizational norms, core societal values, 
and standards of proper conduct (Vardi & Wiener, 1996). Misbehavior is about 
employees’ motivation to conduct themselves poorly at work and to violate 
moral norms; hence, it is an inherent part of organizational ethics. We may 
assume that most employees throughout their work career engage in some degree 
of organizational misbehavior (Vardi & Weitz, 2004). Because employees’ ten-
dency to misbehave is related to the core norms espoused by the organization 
(Vardi, 2001), this construct may be measured by self-report but also by report of 
others’ (e.g., colleagues) behavior.

When employees view their workplaces as characterized by employee 
misbehavior, they may tend to leave. The act of leaving will state that employ-
ees dissociate themselves from what they perceive as an unethical workplace. 
Yet tendency to leave is often considered a withdrawal behavior (Hanisch & 
Hulin, 1990, 1991; Koslowsky, Sagie, Krausz, & Singer, 1997), particularly 
when an employee searches for a new job while still on the old job. So from 
the organization’s viewpoint, tendency to quit may represent a misbehavior 
act. Consistent with exchange theory, employees who perceive their work-
place as unethical because of employee misbehavior will probably reciprocate 
with misbehavior—tendency to quit—of their own.

Relations Among the Three Perceptions of Organizational Ethics
Each of the ethical concepts presented above represents teachers’ perceptions of a 
different aspect of organizational ethics. Organizational climate represents the 
workplace environment aspect, organizational justice represents managerial 
actions and procedures, and tendency to misbehave represents the degree of 
acceptability of voluntary misconduct. The three concepts are closely interrelated.

Caring climate and procedural justice both focus on human and social 
interactions among school members. Clear procedures that cater to the needs 
of organizational members are the core of both constructs. Gilligan (1982) 
viewed the ethics of care and justice as interrelated, both revolving around 
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responsibility and social relationships and both considering morality as the 
means to resolve interpersonal conflicts. Formal climate is closely related to 
both distributive and procedural justice, as all three concepts center on teach-
ers’ rights and on the structure and procedures of rules and regulations. 
Finally, research on organizational misbehavior indicates that it is closely 
related to ethical climate (Appelbaum et al., 2005; Peterson, 2002; Vardi, 
2001), particularly in respect to employees’ perceptions of these two organi-
zational phenomena.

Although some of the values included in the ethical perceptions pre-
sented here may be potentially in conflict (e.g., caring vs. equality-based 
distributive justice), the competing values model (Quinn, 1988) informs us 
that although tension between conflicting values is inevitable, it may con-
tribute to organizational effectiveness. This gives some credence to our 
integrative approach to the ethics concepts presented here and their pre-
sumed consistent relationship with teachers’ intent to leave. It leads to our 
first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Ethical climate (caring, formal) and organizational 
justice (distributive and procedural) will be negatively related  
to intent to leave, while tendency to misbehave will be  
positively related to it.

Next, we prepare the ground for our argument about the mediating role of 
organizational commitment between teachers’ ethical perceptions and their 
intent to leave.

Organizational Commitment as a Mediator Between  
Ethics Perceptions and Intent to Leave
Organizational commitment is defined as “a bond linking the individual to 
the organization” (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990, p. 171), making it difficult for the 
employee to leave. According to Meyer and Allen’s (1997) widely used 
theory, organizational commitment, has three components: affective, norma-
tive, and continuance. Affective commitment refers to the teacher’s emotional 
attachment to the organization, identification with it, and involvement in it. 
Teachers with a strong affective commitment continue employment with the 
organization because they want to. Normative commitment reflects a feeling 
of obligation to continue employment, so teachers with a high level of such 
commitment feel that they ought to remain with the organization. Teachers 
whose primary link with the organization is based on continuance 
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commitment remain owing to their awareness of the cost of leaving: They 
stay in the organization because they need to.

In a validity study by Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993) among working nurses, 
affective and normative commitment proved more likely than continuance com-
mitment to be associated with desirable organizational and occupation-relevant 
outcomes. Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, and Topolnytsky (2002) demonstrated 
differential results in regard to withdrawal cognitions, including turnover inten-
tions: Affective commitment had the strongest positive correlation with these 
work behaviors, followed by normative commitment; continuance commitment 
was unrelated or negatively related to these variables. These studies indicated 
that both affective and normative commitments are more dominant than continu-
ance commitment in predicting withdrawal behaviors and performance. 
Accordingly, here we focus on only the affective and normative commitment 
dimensions.

Consistent with psychological contract theory (Rousseau, 1995), we expect 
teachers who perceive their schools as being highly ethical to respond by increas-
ing their commitment to the school. Numerous studies have shown that 
organizational commitment is related to the three ethical concepts advanced in 
the present study: ethical climate (Cullen et al., 2003; Schwepker, 2001; Trevino, 
Butterfield, & McCabe, 1998), organizational justice (Moorman, 1991; Randall 
& Mueller, 1995), and tendency to misbehave (Sims, 2002; Stewart, 2003).

We also expect organizational commitment to be related to intent to leave. 
Committed teachers who are attached to their workplace and feel they ought to 
be there will be more likely to remain. This argument is widely supported in the 
organizational behavior literature (Chiu, Chien, Lin, & Hsiao, 2005; Cohen, 
2003; Griffeth et al., 2000; Wasti, 2003; Wong, Ngo, & Wong, 2002).

Organizational commitment may have a mediating role between perceptions 
of organizational ethics and intent to leave. This argument is based on Ajzen  
and Fishbein’s (1977, 1980) and Mueller’s (1986) perceptions–attitudes– 
behavior sequence theory. According to this theory, work perceptions, which are 
normally abstract, lead to attitudes that are normally directional (positive or neg-
ative). Attitudes lead to behaviors. Studies show that people who behave in 
different ways also differ predictably in their attitudes. Positive attitudes lead to 
good performance and negative attitudes lead to poor performance. It follows 
that attitudes concerning organizational commitment (high or low), originated by 
perceptions of school ethics, will lead to intent to leave (high or low).

A number of empirical studies have supported our mediation model. For 
example, Sims and Kroeck (1994) maintained that the negative relationships 
between a caring climate and turnover intention and between a formal climate 
and turnover intention were mediated by organizational commitment. Geurts, 
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Schaufeli, and Rutte (1999) found that the relationship between perceived ineq-
uity and turnover intention was fully mediated by organizational commitment. 
Finally, Parker and Kohlmeyer’s (2005) survey results suggested that percep-
tions of fairness affected turnover intentions through the intermediary effect of 
organizational commitment. This leads to our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Organizational commitment (affective, normative) 
will partially mediate the relationships between perception 
of ethics (ethical climate, organizational justice, tendency to  
misbehave) and intent to leave.

Gender, Seniority, and Intent to Leave
Previous studies have indicated that gender and seniority are closely related to 
intent to leave. In regard to gender, two theories offer an explanation of differen-
tial leaving patterns. Studies focusing on gender career choice have shown that 
although female employees choose to teach because working conditions are 
suited to the traditional female role, males who choose the teaching profession 
tend to view it as a means of social mobility (Ladebo, 2005). Therefore, males 
tend to leave school whereas females tend to stay.

Another explanation for why females tend to leave school less than males 
is based on similarity-attraction theory (Lachman & Diamant, 1987), which 
suggests that individuals are attracted to similar others and prefer to interact 
with them. In “pink” professions such as teaching, we expect female teachers 
to be less likely to leave than male teachers. This may apply to a country such 
as Israel, where female teachers constitute 73% of the teaching force, accord-
ing to the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics (2005).

In regard to seniority, studies have shown that years of service do affect the 
tendency to leave. The risk of teacher attrition follows a well-known U-shaped 
pattern over time, with a high likelihood of leaving at the beginning of their 
career and near retirement (Grissmer & Kirby, 1992; Ingersoll, 2001; Liu & 
Meyer, 2005). For young, low-seniority teachers, teaching offers flexible time, 
which is particularly attractive to young mothers; hence, their tendency to leave 
decreases over time. At a later stage of the teaching career, high seniority implies 
reduced opportunities for alternative employment, accumulation of organization-
specific work experience, and eligibility for financial and social benefits. Hence, 
the longer the seniority, the lower the intent to leave (Lachman & Diamant, 1987; 
Ladebo, 2005).

Because of these expected relationships, we use gender and seniority as 
control variables in our study analyses. Figure 1 summarizes the study model.
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Method
Study Sample

Participants were 1,016 teachers from 35 selected schools, representing 
approximately 67% of schools affiliated with a large technological high 
school network in Israel. Of the teachers affiliated with these schools, 73% 
agreed to participate. Other than providing technological programs, these 
schools are very similar to normal high schools in Israel in providing a full 
range of study programs (science, humanities, arts), complying with policy 

Perceptions of
organizational ethics

Organizational
commitment
- Affective
- Normative

Intent to
leave

H1

H2

Ethical climate
- Caring
- Formal

Organizational justice
- Distributive
- Procedural

Tendency to misbehave

Control variables:
- Gender
- Seniority

Figure 1. Summary of research model
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and regulations of local educational authorities, and employing unionized 
teachers who are affiliated with the same unions as most Israeli high school 
teachers. In recent years, this network has changed its slogan from “techno-
logical schools” to “educating for life.” Accordingly, these schools may 
represent most conventional high schools in Israel.

The average number of teachers at each school was 54.74 (SD = 25.54), 
and the average number of classes was 20.11 (SD = 9.30). Only teachers who 
had worked in a school more than 1 year were included in the study to ensure 
that all respondents had sufficient time to develop perceptions about their 
schools. The sample comprised 68% women, and participants’ average age 
was 43.19 years (SD = 9.42). Average school tenure was 12.60 years (SD = 
8.48), and average job seniority was 17.90 years (SD = 9.39). The majority of 
the teachers (86.1%) were tenured; the others were employed through tempo-
rary contracts. Most (53.7%) of the teachers in the sample had a bachelor’s 
degree, whereas 35.7% held a master’s degree. The remainder had nonaca-
demic qualifications. These characteristics are similar to those of teachers in 
the education network under study and in other nontechnological schools in 
Israel (e.g., Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999).

Data Collection1

Data for this study were collected by self-report questionnaires because of 
the nature of the data needed (perceptions and work attitudes), which pre-
cludes the option of objective or different-source data. Despite the obvious 
weaknesses of the self-report method (which are shared with many other 
methods in organizational behavior research), it is still the best assessment of 
how employees feel about and view their work (Spector, 1994).

Letters explaining the study’s purpose and methods were sent to all 52 
schools; the 35 schools covered by the study were those whose principals 
were willing to participate. Teachers filled out the questionnaires voluntarily 
during their free hours on school premises. The questionnaires were collected 
at the schools, not by mail, by research assistants. Participants were promised 
and given full anonymity. Each received a formal letter describing the study’s 
goals and the researchers’ commitment to preserve anonymity according to 
the Helsinki Treaty.

Instruments
Intent to leave. This measure tapped into teachers’ tendency to leave their 

work. The measure was adopted from Walsh, Ashford, and Hill (1985). 
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Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999), who used this scale in studies on Israeli teach-
ers, reported a reliability rate of a = .90.

Ethical climate. This variable tapped into teachers’ perceptions of what is 
ethically correct behavior and how ethical issues should be handled. We used 
Victor and Cullen’s (1988) original 27-item Ethical Climate Scale, translated 
into Hebrew by Rosenblatt and Peled (2002). Because our model called for 
only two dimensions (caring and formal), we performed a factor analysis 
(principal components, varimax rotation) of the Hebrew version of the scale. 
Our analysis yielded six factors, the first two of which were selected for the 
present study. These factors were (a) caring climate, defined as a climate of 
concern for the welfare of all school members (corresponding to the friend-
ship and social responsibility dimensions of the original index; 15.87% 
explained variance), and (b) formal climate, defined as a climate of compli-
ance with professional and social codes and with the school’s rules and 
regulations (corresponding to the rules and procedures, law and code, and 
efficiency dimensions of the original index; 15.68% explained variance). All 
the other factors proved negligible (6.85% to 9.61% explained variance).

Organizational justice. This 21-item measure was based on Moorman (1991) 
and was translated into Hebrew by Rosenblatt and Hijazi (2004). A factor analy-
sis (principal components, varimax rotation) yielded three factors, of which the 
first two, representing the dominant types of justice (distributive and procedural), 
were selected for the present study. Distributive justice assessed the fairness of 
various school outcomes, including pay level, work schedule, and work load 
(20.33% explained variance). Procedural justice assessed the degree to which job 
decisions included mechanisms that ensured the acquisition of accurate and unbi-
ased information, a voice for teachers in school matters, and an appeal process 
(37.08% explained variance).

Tendency to misbehave. The measure containing behavioral descriptions 
was derived from previous work by Robinson and Bennett (1995), Fimbel 
and Burstein (1990), and Vardi (2001). Teachers were asked to rate their 
endorsement of a wide range of work-related types of misconduct, such as 
lateness without permission or absence without true justification. To mini-
mize the potential social desirability bias, teachers were not asked whether 
they themselves tended to misbehave but whether they were willing to accept 
the misconduct of others (Vardi, 2001). Respondents were asked to indicate 
whether certain behaviors in their school were acceptable to them.

Organizational commitment. Two of the original measures of Meyer and 
Allen (1997) were adopted. Affective commitment addressed teachers’ per-
ceptions of the reasons for wanting to remain at their school. Normative 
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commitment addressed teachers’ perceptions of the reasons they ought to 
remain in their school.

Sample items, number of items, response ranges, and reliability coeffi-
cients obtained in this study are presented in the appendix.

Control variables included gender (0 = men, 1 = women) and seniority 
(ranges from 1 to 44 years; SD = 8.48).

Data Analysis
Multilevel analysis. The study is based on individual-level analysis, trying to 

capture teachers’ perceptions in regard to their intent to leave and school 
ethics. However, because of the data’s hierarchical nature (teachers nested 
within schools), the usual assumption of independence of all observations is 
not applicable. Following Hoffman’s (1997) work, we maintain that teachers 
are organized in schools physically but also share common perceptions and 
attitudes. This approach is supported by several authors. Rousseau (1985) 
commented, “Most of what we study in and about organizations are phenom-
ena that are intrinsically mixed level” (p. 2). Schnake and Dumler (2003) 
argued that the individual level of analysis is dominant in the study of orga-
nizational behavior even though the field is largely at the mixed level. We 
applied the mixed-model procedure of SAS. All variables entered into the 
model were at an individual level, and the group (school) level was included 
in the model as a random effect. Consistent with Chan’s (1998) direct con-
sensus model, we assumed that the import of the higher level construct 
(schools) lay in the consensus of the lower level units (individuals).

Mediation analysis. The aim of the mediation analysis was to test whether 
the relationship between organizational ethics and intent to leave was partly 
because of a mediation effect of organizational commitment (Hypothesis 2). 
To test this hypothesis, we adopted Kenny, Kashy, and Bolger’s (1998) causal 
step approach, which is one of the most commonly used procedures to test  
a mediation effect (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). By this 
approach, four criteria need to be met to support a mediated relationship. 
First, the independent variables (caring climate, formal climate, procedural 
justice, distributive justice, and tendency to misbehave) must be related to 
the mediators (affective commitment, normative commitment). Second, the 
independent variables must be related to the dependent variable (intent to 
leave). Third, the mediators must be related to the dependent variables, with 
the independent variables included in the model. Fourth, mediation is consid-
ered full if the relationship between the independent and the dependent 
variables is no longer significant in the presence of the mediator (affective 
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and normative commitment). A relationship that is reduced but still signifi-
cant in the presence of the mediator is evidence of partial mediation.

Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the study variables. On the 
whole, correlations among the study variables were as expected. All ethical 
perceptions were significantly intercorrelated at levels ranging from medium 
to high, confirming our integrative approach (see collinearity diagnostics 
below). Intent to leave was significantly related to all the ethics perceptions. 
Both dimensions of organizational commitment were related to all ethics per-
ceptions as well as to intent to leave, providing the basis for examining the 
mediating effect of organizational commitment between ethical variables and 
intent to leave. Results also showed that men harbored greater intention to 
leave than did women and that seniority was negatively related to intent to 
leave. Both were included as control variables in subsequent analyses.

Tables 2 and 3 present the results of the mixed-model analyses. Hypothesis 1, 
which argued that ethical perceptions would be related to intent to leave, was 
tested by multiple mixed-model regression analyses, where all ethical percep-
tions were entered as predictors (Table 3, Step 1). Results showed that caring 
climate, procedural justice, and tendency to misbehave were significantly (and in 
the expected direction) related to intent to leave, whereas formal climate and 
distributive justice were not; this partially supported Hypothesis 1.

A series of mixed-model regression analyses was used to test for the medi-
ated relationships (Kenny et al., 1998) formulated in Hypothesis 2. Findings 
pertaining to the first criterion in the mediation analysis (independent vari-
ables relating to the mediating variable) are presented in Table 2. All the 
ethical perceptions, as well as the two control variables (gender and senior-
ity), were included in two separate analyses for affective and normative 
commitment. These findings showed that organizational commitment was 
related to all ethics perceptions except for distributive justice (both affective 
and normative commitment) and tendency to misbehave (normative commit-
ment only); this result partially satisfied Kenny et al.’s (1998) first criterion.

Findings pertaining to the second criterion in the mediation analysis (indepen-
dent variables relating to the dependent variable) are presented in Table 3, Step 1. 
As stated above (in regard to the test of Hypothesis 1), results showed that only 
caring climate, procedural justice, and tendency to misbehave were directly 
related to intent to leave, which partially satisfied the second criterion.

Findings pertaining to the third criterion in the mediation analysis (mediating 
variable relating to the dependent variable, with the independent variables included 
in the model) are presented in Table 3, Step 2. Both affective and normative 
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commitment were significantly related to intent to leave in the presence of all 
ethical perceptions, satisfying the third mediation criterion. Finally, testing for the 
fourth criterion of the mediation analysis (full or partial mediation), we looked at 
the remaining relationships between ethical perceptions and intent to leave in 
Table 3, Step 2. Results showed that the relationships between caring climate and 
intent to leave disappeared, suggesting full mediation, whereas the relationship of 
procedural justice (considerably) and intent to leave (moderately) was reduced, 
suggesting partial mediation. In sum, Hypothesis 2 was partially supported.

Given the magnitude of the correlations among several predictors seen in 
Table 1 (caring climate and distributive justice, r = .714; procedural justice 
and affective commitment, r = .676; and affective and normative commit-
ment, r = .676), we examined whether these relationships were attributable to 
collinearity among the independent variables associated with the regression 
models. We conducted collinearity diagnostics by calculating the tolerance of 
the investigated variables (Table 2; Table 3). A rule of thumb is that if toler-
ance is less than .20, a problem with multicollinearity is indicated (O’Brien, 
2007). Because all the tolerance variables were found higher than .20, we did 
not suspect collinearity among the investigated variables.

Finally, we calculated the effect size, which measures the magnitude of a 
treatment effect. As the measure of effect size in the regression model, we 
used an extended version of Cohen’s d statistic, similar to Cohen’s f effect 
size statistic. Because our regression analysis was based on a mixed model, 
it was not clear how to take account of the “random effect.” Therefore, we 
used the t statistic as an effect measure (to confirm that the regression coef-
ficient equals zero) divided by the square root of its corresponding degrees of 
freedom. We used the formula effect size = (t statistic)/sqrt(df). The indices 
were found to be low to medium (note that they are independent of sample 
size; Lipsey & Wilson, 1993).

The results generally supported the study hypotheses. The study set out to 
investigate the relations among an integrative framework of perceptions of 
organizational ethics, organizational commitment, and teachers’ intent to 
leave. The results showed that affective and normative commitment together 
mediated the relationship between caring climate (full mediation) and proce-
dural justice (partial mediation) on one hand and intent to leave on the other. 
As for tendency to misbehave, only affective (and not normative) commit-
ment mediated the relationship between tendency to misbehave (partial 
mediation) and intent to leave. These results support the essence of the 
study’s premise.

Finally, of the control variables included in the study model, only seniority 
was related to intent to leave through the mediating effect of affective commit-
ment, but the effects were low. The study results are depicted in Figure 2.
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Discussion
The purpose of the study was to investigate the relationship between an inte-
grative framework of perceptions of organizational ethics and teachers’ intent 
to leave. The question was whether we could use this framework consistently 
to predict intent to leave: Previous research has addressed only bits and 
pieces of this theoretical framework. Results showed that the ethical con-
structs under study, ethical climate (caring and formal), organizational justice 
(procedural), and tendency to misbehave, were related to intent to leave, with 
the mediation of organizational commitment. The consistent direction of 

Caring
Climate

Tendency to
Misbehave

Affective
Commitment

Normative
Commitment

Intent to leave

Gender, Seniority

.31*** (a)

.29*** (a)
–.50***(c)

–.25***(c).31*** (a)
Procedural

Justice

–.08*(a)

.27*** (a)

–.35***(b)

–.12*(b)

–.25***(b)

Figure 2. Summary of coefficient modeling results
Note: N = 1,016.
a. Figures based on Table 2.
b. Figures based on Table 3, Step 1.
c. Figures based on Table 3, Step 2.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (the mixed procedure).
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these results as well as the interrelationships of the ethical perceptions gave 
credence to our integrative approach, where these perceptions were consid-
ered in one cohesive theoretical framework. This integrative approach to 
perceptions of organizational ethics makes a contribution to existing litera-
ture, where the three ethical perceptions traditionally have been studied 
separately in regard to employees’ intent to leave.

We based our theoretical argument for the hypothesized relationships 
between ethical perceptions and intent to leave on the social exchange and 
psychological contract frameworks (Rousseau, 1995). Essentially, we argued 
that teachers expect their principals to provide working environments of high 
ethical standards and that, in exchange, teachers show loyalty by not intend-
ing to leave. When teachers are disenchanted by their school ethics, they  
may entertain thoughts of leaving, which implies diversion of energy and 
potentially spending time on job search. Although intending to leave is 
unquestionably a legitimate attitude on the part of employees, it may contain 
an unethical element in the eyes of management. Thus, a perception of ethi-
cal breach breeds “unethical” attitudes and behavior. Future studies would do 
well to directly investigate this speculative thesis, starting with qualitative 
investigations into the reasons teachers give for their intent to leave, followed 
by instruments that might discern reasons, intentions, and motives.

We found that organizational commitment has a mediating role between 
(perceptions of) organizational ethics and intent to leave. Previous studies 
have shown that intent to leave led to voluntary turnover (Lachman & 
Diamant, 1987; Ladebo, 2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006). We suggest that 
the perceptions–attitudes–behavior theory (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Mueller, 
1986) explains this sequence: Although we showed that ethical perceptions 
led to leaving intentions (attitudes), other studies have shown that attitudes of 
intent to leave lead to actual leaving (behavior).

The relation of caring climate to both dimensions of organizational com-
mitment was stronger than the respective relation of formal climate. In 
addition, the relationship between caring climate and intent to leave was sig-
nificantly negative, whereas no significant relationship was found between 
formal climate and intent to leave. These findings may indicate that ethical 
climate centered on caring is more relevant and important to teachers who 
consider voluntary leave than is ethical climate centered on formality.

The distinctive results pertaining to caring and formal climates may be 
supported by Burns and Stalker’s (1961) notions of organic and mechanistic 
metaphors of organizational form. Victor and Cullen (1988) themselves 
noted that these two organizational forms are important antecedents of ethi-
cal climate. The organic metaphor describes an organization in which roles 
and responsibilities are relatively fluid, dynamic, and less defined and  
decision-making authority lay at lower levels in the hierarchy (Dickson  
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et al., 2001). This metaphor may lead to a caring ethical climate that emphasizes 
teachers’ participation in decision making and flexibility processes in schools. 
The machine metaphor, on the other hand, is generally used to describe an  
organization that is highly bureaucratic, in which behavior is primarily driven 
by rules and policies and where limits of responsibility are clearly defined.

In regard to the justice dimensions, only procedural, and not distribu-
tional, justice was found to predict intent to leave in the final model and was 
related to organizational climate. These findings are supported by other stud-
ies showing that procedural justice is of greater importance (predictive 
power) than is distributive justice (e.g., Konovsky, 2000). These results seem 
to indicate that to be more effective (at least in preventing employees from 
intending to leave) organizations may need to pay more attention to justice 
processes than to justice outcomes.

Differential results were also found in regard to the two dimensions of organi-
zational commitment. Affective commitment had a stronger (negative) correlation 
with intent to leave, corroborating results of previous studies (Cohen, 2003; 
Meyer et al., 2002). The mediation analyses showed that only affective (and not 
normative) commitment mediated the relationship between tendency to misbe-
have and intent to leave. These findings are supported by other studies, indicating 
that affective commitment is more dominant than normative in explaining orga-
nizational behavior (Cohen, 2003; Somers, 1995). In our study, affective 
commitment may have been more sensitive than normative commitment to per-
ceptions of organizational ethics because of the emotional element in the former. 
Teachers who perceived their workplace as ethical may have reciprocated with 
feelings of gratitude and appreciation, linked more likely to emotional attach-
ment than to sense of obligation (normative commitment). This argument is in 
step with previous results mentioned earlier about consistent relations between 
perceptions of organizational ethics and job satisfaction (Appelbaum et al., 2005; 
Cohen, 1995; Malloy & Agarwal, 2003; Peterson, 2002).

Finally, in light of the evidence of a relationship between ethical percep-
tions and intent to leave, ethical perceptions will very likely be related to 
other organizational dysfunctional behaviors such as absenteeism and tardi-
ness. Future research should explore the relationship between an integrative 
framework of organizational ethics, of the kind presented in this study, and a 
spectrum of withdrawal behaviors to better understand organizational dys-
functional attitudes and behaviors.

Theoretical Implications for Scholars
The present study offers three theoretical contributions. First, it contributes 
to our knowledge of teachers’ perceptions of organizational ethics by 
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simultaneously considering various aspects of ethics in the workplace. 
Although previous studies have usually focused on one ethical factor at a 
time, our results offer an integrative framework. Second, it informs our 
understanding of individual-level predictors of teachers’ intent to leave while 
also considering group affect. Third, it focuses our attention on the mediating 
role of organizational commitment as a consistent link between a spectrum of 
ethics perceptions and teachers’ intent to leave.

Practical Implications for School Leaders
Practically, the study results imply that school leadership policies aiming at 
the attraction and retention of high-quality teachers should focus on organi-
zational ethics. In particular, schools should promote high standards of caring 
climate and procedural justice and reduce tolerance of organizational misbe-
havior. Educational leaders should understand their ethical and moral 
obligation to create and promote ethics-oriented schools and should be par-
ticularly aware of possible inequities in their schools’ operations (Scheurich 
& Skrla, 2003; Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004). Such awareness 
may be achieved through leaders’ workshops, focusing on related attitude 
development, learning from life stories, and examining diversity issues. 
These and other methods may help educational leaders to develop their sen-
sitivity to issues of need and fairness and act more ethically and effectively.

In schools, value-based inspiration should be strongly emphasized, given 
the supreme importance that educational institutions assign to personal and 
organizational values (Starratt, 1991). Therefore, we expect greater emphasis 
on ethical standards to lead to improved teachers’ perceptions and attitudes. 
Finally, training programs in individual and organizational ethics may help 
align teachers’ values and expectations with those of school leadership and 
with the ethical code of the teaching profession. Socialized and committed 
teachers would be less inclined to consider leaving school.

Limitations and Future Research
The self-reported study instrument was vulnerable to a same-source bias. with 
self-reports, results could have been influenced by social desirability responding, 
endangering the “trueness” of the study findings. Moreover, there was a risk of 
compromising validity and of inaccuracy because of memory decrement and 
systematic bias (Blau, Tatum, Ward-Cook, Doberia, & McCoy, 2005; Nicholson 
& Payne, 1987). We recommend that future studies apply a social desirability 
measure or some other guard against self-report bias.
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Another limitation is related to the generalizability of the study results. 
The study sample was limited to teachers at technical high schools in Israel, 
and this may have affected external validity. However, as our main results 
proved consistent with those of other studies on school ethics and voluntary 
turnover (Ingersoll, 2001, 2004; Rosenblatt & Peled, 2002), there is reason to 
expect that they may apply to other schools in Israel and elsewhere.

Appendix
Study Measures, Sample Items, and Reliability

Measure (Source) Sample Items

No.  
of 

Items a

Intent to leave  
(Walsh, Ashford,  
& Hill, 1985)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

5 .92

1. I often think about leaving my school.
2. Recently I’ve been looking for a new job in 

other places.
3. I intend to leave school.

Caring climate  
(Victor  
& Cullen, 1988)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

6 .86

1. In this school, people look out for each 
other’s good.

2. In this school the major concern is the good 
of all the teachers in school.

3. In this school, it is expected that you will 
always do what is right for the community.

Formal climate  
(Victor &  
Cullen, 1988)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

9 .87

1. Everyone is expected to stick to school 
rules and procedures.

2. In this school, the law or ethical code of the 
profession is the major consideration.

3. The most efficient way is always the right 
way in this school.

Distributive justice  
(Moorman, 1991)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

5 .87

1. I think that my level of pay is fair.
2. Overall, the rewards I receive here are quite 

fair.
3. I feel that my school responsibilities are fair.

(continued)
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Procedural  
justice  
(Moorman, 1991)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

12 .94

1. My principal makes sure that all teachers’ 
concerns are heard before school decisions 
are made.

2. To make school decisions, my principal  
collects accurate and complete information.

3. All school decisions are applied consistently 
across all affected employees.

Tendency to  
misbehave  
(Fimbel &  
Burstein, 1990;  
Robinson &  
Bennett, 1995;  
Vardi, 2001)

Please indicate whether you are willing to  
accept the following behaviors.

17 .93

1. Missing work without a reasonable justification.
2. Make private phone calls with the school 

phone during school hours.
3. Using the copying machine for private 

purposes.
Affective commitment  

(Meyer & Allen, 1997)
The following statements deal with your  

attitudes toward your school.
7 .88

1. I really feel as if this school’s problems are 
my own.

2. I think I could easily become as attached to 
another school as I am to this one.

3.  This school has a great deal of personal 
meaning for me. 

Normative commitment  
(Meyer & Allen, 1997)

The following statements deal with your  
attitudes toward your school.

6 .83

1. I would not leave my school right now 
because I have a sense of obligation to the 
people in it.

2. I would feel guilty if I left my school now.
3. One of the major reasons I continue to 

teach at this school is that I believe loyalty is 
important. 

Note: Responses to all measures range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), except 
for tendency to misbehave, where responses range from 1 (unacceptable) to 5 (acceptable).
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