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Abstract

Based on the gaps identified in a literature review, this developmental paper proposes to test a
novel conceptual model. The study conceptualises the mediating effects of followers’
perceived leaders’ verbal deception (lying behaviour) and followers’ workplace dignity on
the relationship between leader empathy and job performance. The relationships are
explained with theoretical support from the Leader-Member Exchange theory (LMX) and
Interpersonal Deception theory (IDT). The conceptualisation brings originality by expanding
the existing literature on leadership, workplace dignity, and deception (verbal deception),
contributing to the theoretical domains of organisational behaviour, social psychology,
humanistic management and human resource management. The anticipated results of this
research are expected to substantially contribute to strengthening transparent leader-follower
dynamics and improve performance at different organisational levels by cultivating a culture
anchored in dignity.
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Introduction

In today's competitive and chaotic business environment, organisations are striving to expand
globally but face challenges, particularly in recruiting, training, and retaining a high-
performing workforce. Therefore, employee job performance is crucial for gaining a
competitive edge and has been a key focus in organisational behaviour research (Motowidlo
and Van Scotter, 1994, Van Scotter et al., 2000). Among the many antecedents of employee
job performance, leaders and their leadership behaviours play a pivotal role in influencing
followers’ attitudes and job performance, both directly and indirectly (Lopez-Cabarcos et al.,
2022, Wang et al., 2011, Yang et al., 2022). Thus, evaluating the impact of leadership styles,
such as narcissism and empathy, can benefit businesses (Cavazotte et al., 2023, Zhang et al.,
2022). Additionally, fostering a culture of dignity in the workplace is essential for retaining
talent and enhancing job performance in the post-pandemic era (Lucas et al., 2016, Thomas
and Lucas, 2019).

Workplace dignity has gained renewed attention due to trends like the great resignation,
increasing voluntary turnover and employees’ quest for better work-life balance (Brown et
al., 2022, Ng and Stanton, 2023). Defined as the ability to establish self-worth and respect,
workplace dignity is seen as crucial for job performance, retention, well-being, engagement,
and productivity (Hodson, 2001, Lucas, 2015). Despite its importance, current studies have
mainly focused on factors affecting workplace dignity and its consequences (Allan and
Blustein, 2022). By analysing the prevailing literature and conducting a bibliometric analysis
(see Figures 1 and 2), we identified the gaps in leadership and workplace dignity literature
(see Table 1) to further the understanding of actors and detractors of workplace dignity.

Scholars have also explored the negative impacts of organisational incivility, abusive
supervision, and dishonesty on workplace interactions (Thomas and Lucas, 2019). Therefore,
leaders' dishonest behaviours can harm employees' sense of dignity. Additionally, lack of
leader accountability and employee isolation are significant barriers to maintaining workplace
dignity. Effective management styles and honest/transparent communication are essential for
fostering respectful leader-follower relationships, regardless of status differences (Grover,
2021, Lasher and Stinson, 2020). Kapoor (2019) explored the impact of leadership styles on
WPD, with findings suggesting that WPD mediates the relationship between transformational
leadership and organisational citizenship behaviour. Further, Mertz et al. (2023) examined the
effect of ethical leadership on WPD. However, leaders’ empathetic orientations concerning
WPD have not yet been examined. Empathetic leaders are capable of intellectually and
emotionally grasping others' circumstances and are inclined to offer care, leading to
expressions and actions that are supportive, appreciative, and respectful (Muss et al., 2025,
Kock et al., 2019). Due to limited empirical research, WPD should also be examined in the
non-Western context (see Figure 2). The Empathy Index (2016) from Harvard Business
Review showed a significant productivity, earnings, and revenue gap between highly
empathetic and less empathetic companies. Understanding how leaders' empathy affects
followers' workplace dignity (WPD) is crucial.

As discussed above, dishonest behaviours can negatively impact employees' workplace
dignity, especially from leaders (Gibson et al., 2023, Thomas and Lucas, 2019). One such
dishonest /unethical behaviour is verbal deception or what is known as ‘lying’. Lies are
defined as knowingly false statements that are not indicated as false to the recipient (Levine
and Schweitzer, 2015). While personal gain can motivate deception, competitive rivalry and
social tensions are also factors that breed verbal deception (Grover, 2005). In politics, leaders



use deception for various ends, such as protecting national security or personal gain (Yarhi-
Milo and Ribar, 2023). Understanding voters' reactions to political lying is crucial for leaders.
Similarly, understanding the impact of leaders' deceptive behaviours on employees' emotions
and dignity can enhance job performance and organisational success in business. However,
the effects of verbal deception from leaders on employees have not been thoroughly studied.
Accordingly, we bring novelty to the existing literature on leadership, workplace dignity, and
deception (verbal deception) with underlying theoretical support from Leader-member
exchange (LMX) theory and Interpersonal Deception theory (IDT) (Buller and Burgoon,
1996). Table 2 provides a brief overview of theories used in recent workplace dignity studies.

The LMX theory posits that leaders form unique relationships with their followers,
characterised by varying trust, respect, and obligation levels (Dienesch and Liden, 1986,
Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). High-quality LMX relationships, marked by high trust and
respect, enhance followers' job satisfaction and performance through increased workplace
dignity. Assessing workplace dignity can measure a leader's effectiveness and identify areas
for development. Leaders' management styles and communication patterns significantly
impact followers' workplace dignity and the quality of LMX relationships (Lucas, 2017,
Lucas et al., 2017, Wang et al., 2021). Therefore, this theory helps explain the connection
between leader empathy, followers' workplace dignity, and job performance. IDT, proposed
by Buller and Burgoon (1996), views deception as a communication activity within
interactive contexts. It suggests that deception triggers the sender's and receiver's strategic
behaviours, influencing each other's actions and judgments over time. The theory suggests
that achieving communication objectives can either enable or hinder deception and its
detection. IDT can be used to understand how leaders' verbal deception impacts followers'
workplace dignity, as these interactions occur in an interpersonal context.

Hypotheses Development

Mediation effect of workplace dignity on the relationships between Leader Empathy
and Follower Job Performance

Empathy is an effective tool for leaders to enhance employee satisfaction and performance
(Gentry et al., 2007, Holt and Marques, 2012, Mahsud et al., 2010), fostering mutual trust and
respect. According to Karnes (2009) lack of empathy can lead to leader-follower abuse and
reduced job performance. Omari (2010) reasoned that leaders could enhance followers’
dignity in organisations. One way is for leaders to convey empathic emotion, defined as
understanding what others are feeling (Duan, 2000, Duan and Hill, 1996, Goleman et al.,
2017). Therefore, empathetic leaders understand and support their followers' emotions,
improving performance and creating positive states (Kock et al., 2019, Owens and Hekman,
2012). They manage relationships by acknowledging and validating employees' experiences,
showing genuine concern, and ensuring workplace security (Mahsud et al., 2010). Empathy
also triggers friendly, supportive behaviours, leading to respectful interactions, better job
performance from followers and a high-quality exchange relationship (Simon et al., 2022,
Kellett et al., 2002, Kellett et al., 2006, Gibson et al., 2023).

Employees' dignity is influenced by how they and others perceive it, affecting their
organisational behaviours such as engagement, citizenship, effort, turnover, resilience,
productivity, and well-being. Positive perceptions of workplace dignity (WPD) and inclusion
enhance job performance (Hodson, 2001, Bal, 2017, Wang et al., 2021). Strong leader-
member exchange (LMX) relationships, based on trust and honesty, further boost WPD and



job performance (Thomas and Lucas, 2019, Gibson et al., 2023). Thus, based on the above
justifications, we propose the following hypotheses.

H1: There is a positive relationship between leader empathy and followers’job performance.
H2: There is a positive relationship between leader empathy and followers’ workplace
dignity.

H3: There is a positive relationship between followers’ workplace dignity and job
performance.

H4: Followers’ workplace dignity mediates the relationship between leader empathy and
followers’job performance.

Mediation of Followers’ Perceived Leaders’ Verbal Deception on the Relationships
between Leader Empathy, Followers’ Workplace Dignity and Job Performance
Lying or verbal deception is common when people interact (Capraro, 2018, Zvi and Elaad,
2018). Hence, verbal deception in workplaces is not an exception, and people lie for different
motives (Gaspar et al., 2019, Levine and Schweitzer, 2015, Serota and Levine, 2015) such as
self-gain (due to narcissistic personality attributes), altruism (selflessness) or no reason (Zvi
and Elaad, 2018). Empathetic leaders prioritise managing and building strong relationships
with their followers, ensuring physical and mental well-being (Clark et al., 2019, Kellett et
al., 2002). From the LMX perspective, building trust and having a better exchange
relationship between leader and follower is essential for organisational success. Furthermore,
when leaders use their verbal communications with their followers strategically, using
motivating language, there has been a significant positive influence on the followers’
decision-making, innovative behaviour, trustworthiness, etc. (Gutierrez-Wirsching et al.,
2015, Mayfield and Mayfield, 2018, Mayfield and Mayfield, 2016). Leaders who are high in
empathy will understand followers’ emotions, thus matching their emotions to followers'
needs and conveying the leaders’ requirements using appropriate emotions (Kelly and
Barsade, 2001). Therefore, the following hypothesis is set with the support from LMX and
IDT theories.

HS: There is a negative relationship between leader empathy and followers’ perceived
leaders’ verbal deception.

Individuals may initially tolerate benevolent lies, but trust in the deceivers declines over time
(Gaspar et al., 2019). Empathetic leaders might lie for relational or motivational reasons, but
even prosocial lies can lead to acceptance of more harmful lies (Pierce and Thompson, 2022,
Huppert and Levine, 2023, Jensen et al., 2024). In leader-follower relationships, perceived
lying can damage trust, respect, and job performance. Hence, despite leaders’ best interest in
supporting followers by lying, it comes with a higher cost of losing the trust in leadership
where followers understand the capacity of leaders to lie. Thus, lying will impact followers’
WPD, undermining the need for respectful interaction (Gibson et al., 2023, Thomas and
Lucas, 2019) and negatively affecting their job performance. Consequently, the claims serve
as the foundation for formulating the following hypothesis.

H6: There is a negative relationship between followers’ perceived leaders’ verbal deception
and followers’workplace dignity.

Motivating language has been identified as a full and partial mediator between servant
leadership and employee outcomes (Gutierrez-Wirsching et al., 2015). Mayfield and
Mayfield (2016) note that motivating language mediates the verbal communications of
servant leadership, as it encompasses direction-giving and empathetic thinking. However,
empathetic leaders will use strategic lying to uplift the followers’ morale, thus enhancing
their WPD. Though it is verbally deceiving, the ultimate motive of empathetic leaders might



be to improve the quality of the leader-member relationship, which will result in heightened
mutual trust and respect from both parties involved (DePaulo et al., 1996). Further,
empathetic people tend to lie to protect other people emotionally and protect them from the
harm involved (DePaulo et al., 1996). Hence, telling other-oriented lies might enhance the
followers’ dignity, resulting in higher job performance. However, there is a greater risk in
assessing how followers react when they learn their leader has lied to them, though it might
benefit them. Hence, it is essential to examine the aftermath of empathetic leaders’ verbal
deception (Cantarero, 2021, Hart et al., 2019) and its influence on followers’ WPD.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis is presented.

H7: Followers’ perceived leaders’verbal deception mediates the relationship between leader
empathy and followers’ workplace dignity.

Research Design and Method

This study adheres to a positivistic philosophy and employs quantitative methods to address its
research questions. It employs a cross-sectional design, using methodological tools to reduce
common method bias. A deductive approach is employed to test hypotheses within a
conceptual framework grounded in relevant theories. The study employs an explanatory
approach, utilising surveys to collect quantitative data for both descriptive and inferential
analysis. Data will be gathered from white-collar workers and their supervisors in Sri Lanka.
Structural equation modeling (SEM) will be used to assess relationships in the theoretical
model.

Paper development

The content covered in this developmental paper is part of a PhD research project.
Continuous data collection and analysis will be conducted to test, refine, and expand the
conceptual framework. These findings will be incorporated into the BAM paper, with
preliminary results to be presented at the conference in September 2025.



Table 1

Key research gaps that motivate the need for a future research stream on leadership and
followers’ workplace dignity.

Limitation/Motivation

Supporting literature

Leadership and
workplace dignity

Hodson (2001)) emphasises that “Managers need to be aware of
the importance of protecting and defending social dignity and thus
to enhance server social relationships and organisational
performance” (Wang et al., 2021, p. 7)

“More empirical studies required which test activators and
detractors of workplace dignity” (Gibson et al., 2023, p. 20)
“Given the lack of empirical studies on workplace dignity,
additional research is needed to further contribute to the
nomological network surrounding workplace dignity” (Mertz et
al., 2023, p. 13)

“The primary source of indignity in relation to workplace
aggression occurs during interactions with a supervisor as
opposed to colleagues” (Gibson et al., 2023, p. 32)

“Researchers can use the WDS to examine the impact of various
influences (e.g., leadership or management style, pay equity, co-
worker relations, emotional labour demands) on employees’
perceptions of dignity”” (Thomas and Lucas, 2019, p. 99)
“Abusive leaders influence how people perceive their own dignity
and value as well as that of others” (Gibson et al., 2023, p. 23)
“Findings support the notion that future research must further
explore the dynamics of negative emotions and behaviours
triggered by narcissistic leaders” (Braun et al., 2018, p.17)

Followers’ perceived
leaders’ verbal
deception and
workplace dignity

“There is also growing interest in the behaviours associated with
authentic leadership, which are a promising means of
experiencing and restoring dignity” (Gibson et al., 2023, p. 22)
“Reciprocity and trust are also important interpersonal processes
that activate the experience of dignity, while also representing
means of establishing respect and embeddedness” (Gibson et al.,
2023, p. 35)

“Importance of understanding the prevalence of lying and the
antecedents of that prevalence, including the categorical
distinction between every day and prolific liars, cannot be
understated” (Serota and Levine, 2015, p. 3)

“Those studying lying behaviour should strive to account for or
control differences between prolific and everyday liars, (b) cross-
cultural studies should be extended to a more diverse cultural set”
(Serota and Levine, 2015, p. 16)




Limitation/Motivation Supporting literature

WPD and
Performance

Job Hodson (2001) emphasises that “Managers need to be aware of

the importance of protecting and defending social dignity and thus
to enhance server social relationships and organisational
performance” (Wang et al. 2021, p. 7).

“Nonetheless, we hope future work will explore the consequences
of experiencing dignity at work™ (Gibson et al. 2023, p. 35).
“Researchers specifically interested in workplace dignity, other
researchers broadly interested in humanistic management,
positive  organisational  scholarship, civility, employee
engagement, organisational performance, stigmatised work, and
inequality should find this scale useful as well” (Thomas and
Lucas 2019, p. 99).

“Future studies can use WPD with other individual and
organisational variables to assess its impact on individual or
organisational performance” (Tiwari and Sharma, 2019, p. 9).
“...empirical research examining the consequences of
experiencing WD is particularly scant” (Thomas and Lucas 2019,
p. 99).




Table 2

Key theories used in recent workplace dignity studies.

Authors Article Journal Theory/Theories
used
Igbal et al. (2023) Unravelling the Journal of Social exchange
relationship between Knowledge theory and Proactive
workplace  dignity Management motivation model

Gupta et al. (2023)

Mertz et al. (2023)

Allan and Blustein
(2022)

Noronha et al.
(2020)

Thomas and Lucas
(2019)

and employees’ tacit
knowledge sharing:
the role of proactive
motivation

If I feel valued, I am
committed to
change: role of
workplace  dignity
and perceived
supervisor support
Dignity in  the
workplace: a
frontline service
employee
perspective
Precarious work and
workplace  dignity
during COVID-19:
A longitudinal study
Doing dignity work:
Indian security
guards’ interface
with precariousness

Development  and
validation of the
workplace  dignity
scale

International Journal
of Organizational
Analysis

Journal of Marketing
Theory and Practice

Journal of
Vocational Behavior

Journal of Business
Ethics

Group &
Organization
Management

Job demand-resource
theory

Social capital theory

Psychology of
working theory
(PWT)

Workplace  dignity
theory

Workplace  dignity
theory and social
identity theory
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Figure 3

Proposed Framework
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