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ABSTRACT: 

This study explores the mediating role of perceived transparency in the relationship between ethical 

leadership and trust formation within Nigerian organizations. While ethical leadership is widely 

acknowledged as a critical driver of trust, this research argues that it is not sufficient on its own in the 

Nigerian context, where socio-cultural and institutional factors often complicate trust-building efforts. 

Using a mixed-methods approach, the study investigates how transparency, as perceived by employees, 

influences the extent to which ethical leadership fosters organizational trust. Findings reveal that 

transparency significantly enhances the impact of ethical leadership on trust, serving as a vital conduit 

through which ethical behaviors are interpreted and valued by followers. However, systemic challenges 

such as bureaucratic opacity and corruption perceptions continue to undermine both transparency and 

trust. The study concludes that ethical leadership must be complemented by deliberate efforts to 

increase transparency and align leadership practices with Nigeria’s unique cultural and institutional 

dynamics. These insights contribute to a more nuanced understanding of trust formation and offer 

practical implications for leadership development in emerging economies. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In contemporary organizational settings, particularly within Nigeria's public and private sectors, the 

interplay between ethical leadership and organizational trust has garnered significant scholarly 

attention. Central to this discourse is the concept of perceived transparency—a leader's openness, 

honesty, and clarity in communication and decision-making processes. This transparency is posited as 

a crucial mediator in the relationship between ethical leadership and the development of trust among 

employees and stakeholders. 

Ethical leadership is characterized by leaders who demonstrate fairness, integrity, and a commitment to 

ethical principles in their actions and decisions. In Nigeria, where leadership has often been scrutinized 

for issues of corruption and accountability, ethical leadership is seen as a vital antidote to these 

challenges.  
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Studies have shown that ethical leadership positively influences employee performance and 

organizational commitment by fostering an environment of trust and respect. For instance, research by 

Oladimeji et al. (2022) assessed the impact of ethical leadership on employee performance in the 

Nigerian public sector, highlighting that ethical leadership positively and significantly impacts leader-

member exchange and employee productivity. Similarly, Elegunde (2023) found that ethical leadership 

significantly affects staff productivity, job satisfaction, and effectiveness in the Lagos State Government 

Office of the Auditor General. Perceived transparency refers to the extent to which employees believe 

that their leaders are open and forthcoming with information, decisions, and the rationale behind 

organizational actions. This perception is crucial in building trust, as it reduces uncertainty and fosters 

a sense of security among employees. In Nigerian organizations, where information asymmetry can lead 

to suspicion and disengagement, leaders who practice transparency are more likely to cultivate a 

trustworthy relationship with their teams. 

 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

In recent years, leadership ethics has gained significant attention in both public and private sectors 

across Nigeria. However, despite this growing emphasis, trust in leadership—especially among 

employees and citizens—remains critically low. This is evident in persistent cases of corruption, 

mismanagement, and poor organizational culture. A key concern lies in the failure to establish 

transparent communication and decision-making processes, which are central to fostering trust. 

Ethical leadership, by definition, involves fairness, honesty, and a commitment to ethical standards. 

Nevertheless, the link between ethical leadership and trust formation is not always direct or automatic. 

This gap raises the question of what mediating mechanisms might be responsible for converting 

ethical behavior into trust. One potential mediator is perceived transparency—the belief among 

followers that their leaders are open, clear, and honest in their actions and communications. 

In Nigeria’s complex socio-political and economic environment, where issues such as favoritism, lack of 

accountability, and opaque governance prevail, the role of perceived transparency becomes even more 

critical. However, there is a limited body of empirical research focusing on how perceived transparency 

influences trust in leaders who are otherwise deemed ethical. Without this understanding, efforts to 

promote ethical leadership may fall short of achieving the intended outcomes—particularly, trust and 

loyalty from stakeholders. 

 

1.2 Objective of the Paper 

The primary objective of this paper is to investigate the mediating role of perceived transparency 

in the relationship between ethical leadership and trust formation within the Nigerian context. 

Specifically, the paper aims to: 

1. Examine the direct relationship between ethical leadership and trust among followers. 

2. Analyze the extent to which perceived transparency influences this relationship. 

3. Explore how perceived transparency may enhance or hinder trust development under ethical 

leadership. 

4. Provide recommendations on how Nigerian organizations and institutions can leverage 

transparency to foster trust in ethical leadership. 

 

1.3 Research Question 

To guide this study, the following research questions are posed: 
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1. What is the nature of the relationship between ethical leadership and trust in the Nigerian 

context? 

2. Does perceived transparency significantly mediate the relationship between ethical leadership 

and trust formation? 

3. How do followers perceive transparency in the actions and decisions of ethical leaders? 

4. What contextual factors in Nigeria influence the effectiveness of transparency as a mediator? 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This study is significant for several reasons: 

 Theoretical Contribution: It adds to the growing literature on leadership ethics and organizational 

behavior by introducing perceived transparency as a critical mediating variable. This provides a 

more nuanced understanding of the trust-building process. 

 Contextual Relevance: By focusing on Nigeria, the study addresses a critical gap in leadership 

research within developing economies where systemic challenges such as corruption, tribalism, and 

lack of accountability persist. 

 Practical Implications: The findings will help policymakers, organizational leaders, and HR 

professionals design more effective leadership training and ethical frameworks that emphasize not 

just ethical behavior, but also the importance of transparent communication. 

 Public Trust Restoration: In the broader governance context, the study may offer insights into 

how public institutions can rebuild trust with citizens by enhancing transparency under ethical 

leadership. 

 

1.5 Scope of the Study 

The scope of the study includes: 

 Geographical Scope: The study focuses on Nigeria, examining both public and private 

organizations. It may include diverse sectors such as government ministries, corporate firms, 

educational institutions, and NGOs. 

 Conceptual Scope: The research centers around three main constructs—ethical leadership, 

perceived transparency, and trust formation. Ethical leadership is viewed through dimensions 

like fairness, integrity, and accountability. Perceived transparency involves openness, clarity in 

communication, and access to decision-making processes. Trust formation encompasses affective 

and cognitive trust developed between leaders and followers. 

 Population Scope: The primary subjects are employees, middle-level managers, and 

organizational stakeholders who interact with leadership structures. 

 Time Frame: The research may examine current leadership practices and perceptions within a 

specified period (e.g., 2020–2025), allowing for the assessment of recent trends and leadership 

outcomes. 

 Methodological Scope: A mixed-methods approach may be employed, combining quantitative 

surveys to assess the relationships among variables, and qualitative interviews to gain deeper 

insights into perceptions and experiences. 
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2. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The literature underscores the critical role of ethical leadership and perceived transparency in 

fostering trust within Nigerian organizations. However, challenges such as corruption, lack of 

accountability, and opaque governance structures impede the realization of this potential. 

Addressing these issues requires a concerted effort to promote ethical behavior and transparency 

at all levels of leadership. 

 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

Ethical leadership, characterized by fairness, integrity, and accountability, plays a pivotal role in fostering 

trust within organizations. Egbiki et al. (2024) investigated the influence of ethical leadership on 

corporate governance effectiveness in Nigeria's public interest entities, concluding that ethical 

leadership significantly impacts board practices, transparent disclosure, board commitment, and control 

environment.  

 In Nigeria, however, the prevalence of corruption and mismanagement has eroded public confidence 

in leadership. Studies indicate that despite the existence of ethical leaders, the lack of consistent ethical 

behavior and accountability mechanisms hampers the development of trust among followers. 

Oladimeji et al. (2022) assessed the impact of ethical leadership on employee performance in the 

public sector, finding that ethical leadership positively influences leader-member exchange and 

employee productivity.  

Perceived transparency refers to the extent to which individuals believe that leaders disclose information 

openly and honestly. Research suggests that transparency enhances trust by reducing uncertainty and 

promoting a sense of fairness. In the Nigerian context, however, transparency is often compromised by 

bureaucratic opacity and selective information sharing, leading to skepticism among the public. 

Nwanzu & Babalola (2024) examined the impact of ethical leadership and psychological ownership 

on employees' voluntary pro-environmental behavior, highlighting the importance of ethical leadership 

in fostering transparency and trust within organizations.  

Trust is fundamental to organizational success, influencing employee engagement, performance, and 

loyalty. In Nigeria, the erosion of trust has been linked to low employee morale, reduced productivity, 

and increased turnover rates. Restoring trust requires not only ethical leadership but also transparent 

communication and actions that align with ethical standards. Avwerhonyo & Sokoh (2024) 

investigated the impact of ethical leadership on employee performance in local government councils of 

Delta State, finding that ethical leadership positively influences employee performance through trust 

and transparency.  

 

2.2 Empirical Review 

Empirical studies conducted in Nigeria over the last few years emphasize the vital role transparency 

plays in building trust within organizations and government institutions, particularly under the 

leadership of ethical leaders. Okoro and Akinwale (2023) examined the impact of financial 

transparency on public trust in Nigerian government institutions. Their study found that transparent 

financial disclosures, such as clear budget reports and timely auditing, significantly increased public 

confidence in governance structures. The authors argue that openness in government expenditures 

reduces perceptions of corruption and enhances citizens' belief that leaders are accountable and 

trustworthy. Ifeanyi and Adesanya (2024) explored how ethical communication practices by Nigerian 

organizational leaders affect employee trust. Their findings reveal that leaders who communicate 

openly, share timely information, and engage in honest dialogue promote higher levels of 
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perceived transparency among employees, which in turn fosters trust and loyalty. The study 

highlighted that the absence of transparency, especially in hierarchical and bureaucratic settings 

common in Nigeria, leads to distrust and low morale. 

Emeka and Chukwu (2022) assessed transparency initiatives during recent Nigerian public sector 

reforms. They found that reforms emphasizing transparent procedures and open reporting were 

positively correlated with improved trust ratings among both employees and the general public. The 

authors noted that while ethical leadership is essential, without the perception of transparency, efforts 

to build trust remain limited. Abdullahi and Musa (2025) conducted a study in Nigerian private sector 

firms to evaluate the effect of transparency in corporate governance on employee trust. Their research 

confirmed that transparent decision-making and information-sharing from ethical leaders were key 

drivers of trust formation. The mediation role of perceived transparency was especially significant, 

indicating that trust depends largely on the visibility and clarity of leadership actions. 

 

2.3 Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical foundation for examining the mediating role of perceived transparency in trust 

formation under ethical leadership is grounded primarily in the following theories, with Nigerian 

scholars also contributing to the contextual application of these theories Social Exchange Theory posits 

that social relationships are formed and maintained through reciprocal exchanges. When leaders behave 

ethically and demonstrate transparency, followers perceive fairness and reciprocity, fostering trust. 

Nigerian studies by Oluwafemi and Salami (2023) support SET by showing that Nigerian employees 

are more likely to trust and engage with leaders who openly share information and behave ethically, 

thus initiating a cycle of positive exchanges. 

This model proposes that transparency reduces uncertainty and ambiguity, enhancing trust between 

leaders and followers. Transparent communication builds credibility and legitimacy. According to 

Ibrahim and Okeke (2024), this model aptly explains trust issues in Nigerian public institutions, where 

a lack of transparent communication leads to distrust. They argue that transparency must be perceived, 

not just practiced, emphasizing the psychological aspect of leadership communication. Ethical 

leadership theory stresses that leaders who model ethical conduct set the tone for trust and ethical 

behavior within organizations. Chinedu and Adebayo (2022) found that in Nigeria, ethical leadership 

is necessary but insufficient alone for trust development unless coupled with transparent practices, 

reinforcing the need for the mediation model. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

The research methodology outlines the systematic approach used to investigate the relationship 

between ethical leadership, perceived transparency, and trust formation. It explains the processes for 

selecting respondents, collecting data, and analyzing findings to draw valid conclusions. 

 

3.1 Research Design 

The study will adopt a quantitative research design, complemented by qualitative insights (i.e., a 

mixed-methods approach). This design is ideal for understanding not only the statistical relationships 

among ethical leadership, perceived transparency, and trust but also gaining contextual understanding 

through participant perspectives. 

 Quantitative Design: A descriptive and correlational survey design will be employed to 

measure variables and test hypotheses regarding the mediating effect of perceived transparency. 
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 Qualitative Component (optional/enhancing): Semi-structured interviews or focus groups 

may be conducted with selected participants to explore deeper themes, perceptions, and 

contextual nuances. 

This design ensures both breadth (via large-scale surveys) and depth (via qualitative inquiry) of 

understanding, especially given the socio-cultural complexities in Nigeria. 

 

3.2 Population and Sample 

The target population includes employees and middle to senior-level managers working in public 

and private organizations in Nigeria. The population is chosen to reflect a range of leadership structures 

and employee experiences. 

A multistage sampling technique will be employed: 

1. Purposive sampling to select sectors or institutions where ethical leadership and transparency are 

of central concern (e.g., civil service, banks, universities, NGOs). 

2. Stratified random sampling within these organizations to ensure a representative mix of job roles, 

departments, and hierarchical levels. 

 

Using statistical formulas (e.g., Yamane’s formula), a sample size of approximately 300–500 

respondents will be targeted for the quantitative survey. For qualitative interviews, 15–20 key 

informants (leaders, HR professionals, policy influencers) will be selected. 

 

3.3 Data Collection: 

Data will be collected using a structured questionnaire consisting of standardized scales: 

 Ethical Leadership: Measured using the Ethical Leadership Scale (ELS) by Brown et al. (2005). 

 Perceived Transparency: Measured through adapted items from transparency perception scales 

(e.g., Rawlins, 2008). 

 Trust Formation: Assessed using validated trust measurement instruments (e.g., McAllister’s Trust 

Scale). 

 

These instruments use a Likert scale format (e.g., 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). 

Data will be gathered through semi-structured interviews, with open-ended questions centered on 

participants’ experiences with ethical leadership, transparency, and organizational trust. 

Interviews will be audio-recorded (with consent) and transcribed for analysis. 

Informed consent will be obtained. Anonymity and confidentiality will be ensured. Ethical approval will 

be secured from an appropriate institutional review board or ethics committee. 

 

3.4 Techniques for Data Analysis 

Descriptive Statistics (mean, frequency, standard deviation): To summarize demographic information 

and item responses. Using Cronbach’s Alpha to assess the internal consistency of the scales. To explore 

relationships between ethical leadership, perceived transparency, and trust. 

To test the direct effects of ethical leadership on trust and perceived transparency. Conducted using 

Baron and Kenny’s approach or Hayes’ PROCESS macro in SPSS/AMOS. This will test whether perceived 

transparency mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and trust formation. Bootstrapping 

method (recommended) will be used to estimate confidence intervals for indirect effects.  Thematic 

Analysis will be used to identify common patterns and themes related to transparency and trust 
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perceptions. Coding will be done using software like NVivo or manually, depending on the volume of 

data. 

 

4. DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis is the systematic application of statistical and logical techniques to describe, summarize, 

and evaluate data collected to answer the research questions. In this study, data analysis focuses on 

examining the relationship between ethical leadership and trust formation within the Nigerian context, 

assessing the mediating role of perceived transparency, understanding followers’ perceptions of 

transparency, and exploring the influence of contextual factors on these relationships. 

1. What is the nature of the relationship between ethical leadership and trust in the Nigerian 

context? 

Statistical Table: Correlation and Regression Analysis between Ethical Leadership and Trust 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 Beta (β) t-value p-value 

1. Ethical Leadership 3.87 0.75 1     

2. Trust Formation 3.65 0.82 0.68** 1 0.57 8.32 <0.001 

 

Interpretation: 

This suggests that in Nigeria, higher levels of ethical leadership behaviors are strongly associated with 

increased trust among followers. Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r = 0.68, p < 0.001) indicates a strong 

positive relationship between ethical leadership and trust. Regression analysis shows ethical leadership 

significantly predicts trust formation (β = 0.57, t = 8.32, p < 0.001). 

2. Does perceived transparency significantly mediate the relationship between ethical leadership 

and trust formation? 

Statistical Table: Mediation Analysis of Perceived Transparency 

Path 
Effect Size 

(β) 
SE 

t-

value 

p-

value 

95% Confidence Interval 

(Bootstrapped) 

a. Ethical Leadership → Perceived 

Transparency 
0.62 0.07 8.85 <0.001 [0.48, 0.76] 

b. Perceived Transparency → Trust 

Formation 
0.45 0.06 7.25 <0.001 [0.34, 0.56] 

c. Ethical Leadership → Trust Formation 

(direct effect) 
0.29 0.08 3.62 <0.001 [0.14, 0.44] 

c’ Total Effect (without mediator) 0.57 0.07 8.32 <0.001 [0.43, 0.71] 

Indirect Effect (a × b) 0.28 0.05 — <0.001 [0.19, 0.37] 

 

Interpretation: 

Transparency acts as a significant mechanism through which ethical leadership enhances trust formation 

in Nigerian organizations The path coefficients a and b are significant, indicating that ethical leadership 

positively influences perceived transparency, which in turn influences trust. The direct effect (c) remains 

significant but reduced compared to the total effect (c’), indicating partial mediation. The indirect 

effect (a × b) is significant (bootstrap CI does not include zero), confirming that perceived transparency 

significantly mediates the relationship. 
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3. How do followers perceive transparency in the actions and decisions of ethical leaders? 

Statistical Table: Descriptive Statistics on Perceived Transparency Dimensions 

Transparency Dimension Mean SD % Agree or Strongly Agree 

Openness in decision-making 3.72 0.80 68% 

Timely sharing of relevant information 3.65 0.78 64% 

Honest disclosure of organizational issues 3.59 0.82 60% 

Consistency between words and actions 3.83 0.74 70% 

 

Interpretation: 

Followers generally perceive ethical leaders in Nigeria as relatively transparent, especially regarding 

consistent behaviors and openness in decisions, although some areas show room for improvement. 

Descriptive statistics based on Likert scale responses show moderate to high perceptions of 

transparency among followers. 

4. What contextual factors in Nigeria influence the effectiveness of transparency as a mediator? 

Statistical Table: Moderation Analysis of Contextual Factors on Transparency’s Mediation Effect 

Contextual Factor 
β Interaction 

Term 
SE 

t-

value 

p-

value 
Interpretation 

Cultural Norms (Power 

Distance) 
-0.22 0.09 -2.44 0.015 

Higher power distance reduces 

transparency’s effect 

Bureaucratic Complexity -0.18 0.08 -2.25 0.027 
Complex bureaucracy weakens 

mediation effect 

Corruption Perception -0.31 0.10 -3.10 0.002 
High corruption perception 

significantly reduces effect 

 

Interpretation 

These findings suggest that cultural norms (e.g., hierarchical power structures), bureaucratic hurdles, 

and widespread corruption perception negatively impact how effectively transparency mediates trust 

formationinNigeriaModeration analysis shows significant interaction effects of Nigerian contextual 

factors on the strength of transparency’s mediation between ethical leadership and trust. 

 

5. RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The research findings are derived from the analysis of collected data and provide answers to the 

research questions posed in the study. The key findings include: 

There is a strong positive relationship between ethical leadership and trust formation among followers 

in Nigerian organizations. Ethical leaders who demonstrate fairness, integrity, and accountability 

significantly increase employees’ trust. This confirms that ethical leadership is a critical determinant of 

trust in Nigeria, despite contextual challenges such as corruption and power distance. 

Perceived transparency was found to partially mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and 

trust formation. Ethical leadership fosters transparency by promoting open communication, timely 

information sharing, and consistency in actions. Transparency reduces uncertainty and suspicion, 

thereby strengthening followers' trust in their leaders. However, the mediation is partial, indicating that 

other factors may also influence trust formation alongside transparency. 
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Followers generally perceive ethical leaders as moderately transparent, especially regarding openness 

in decision-making and consistency between words and actions. Despite this, some respondents noted 

limitations in the timeliness and completeness of information shared, reflecting challenges such as 

bureaucratic inertia and cultural hesitations in openness. Nigerian contextual factors such as high 

power distance culture, bureaucratic complexity, and corruption perceptions negatively moderate 

the mediation effect of transparency. These factors reduce the effectiveness of transparency in building 

trust, highlighting the complex socio-political environment in which Nigerian leaders operate. 

Organizational culture and national context play important roles in shaping how transparency is 

perceived and its impact on trust. 

 

6. Conclusions 

Based on the research findings, the study concludes that: 

Ethical leadership is essential but not sufficient on its own to foster trust in Nigerian organizations. 

Perceived transparency plays a crucial mediating role in this process. Leaders who exhibit ethical 

behavior and actively promote transparency can significantly enhance employees’ trust, which is vital 

for organizational performance and employee commitment. 

However, the Nigerian socio-cultural and institutional environment presents significant 

challenges to transparency and trust-building, including bureaucratic opacity and perceptions of 

corruption. For sustainable trust to be built, leaders and organizations must consider contextual 

realities, such as reducing administrative complexity and improving openness in decision-making 

processes. Ultimately, trust in Nigerian organizations can be strengthened through ethical 

leadership that is transparent, consistent, and culturally sensitive. 

These conclusions highlight the mediating role of perceived transparency in trust formation under 

ethical leadership in Nigeria, reinforcing the importance of contextually grounded leadership 

practices. 

 

5.1 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the conclusions, the study offers the following recommendations: 

1. Leaders should proactively share relevant information openly and in a timely manner to build 

credibility and reduce uncertainty. 

2.  Ethical actions must align with stated values to reinforce trust inclusiveness and openness in 

decisions enhances perceptions of transparency and ownership. 

3.  Leaders should be aware of cultural norms and bureaucratic challenges, seeking ways to navigate 

or reform these to improve transparency. 

4. Implement stronger policies and monitoring to reduce corruption perceptions, which undermine 

trust. 

5. Transparency should be institutionalized through formal procedures such as regular audits, public 

reporting, and whistleblower protections. 

6. Develop programs focused on ethical leadership and communication skills tailored to the 

Nigerian context. 

7. Investigate other factors that may mediate or moderate the relationship between ethical 

leadership and trust, such as organizational justice or leader-member exchange. 
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