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Abstract This research aims at investigating the effects of ethical leadership (EL), environmental transformational

leadership (ETL), and environmental concern on pro-environmental behaviour (PEB) of SMEs in the textile
manufacturing sector in China. With SMEs accounting for more than 60% of China’s GDP, it is imperative to
encourage them to adopt sustainable practices, particularly textile industries that have major challenges
affecting the environment. The study highlights a significant gap between environmental concern and actual
pro-environmental behaviour, suggesting that awareness alone is insufficient to drive substantive change. It
focuses on how managers can influence green organizational culture through which managers themselves
promote environmental responsibility in their organizations and in addition encourage other organisational
members to embrace environmentally friendly behaviors in their workplaces. However, several problems like
prices volatility of raw material, increasing energy costs and low profit margin lead them unable to ignore
sustainable environmental issues. The proposed conceptual framework provides understanding on how
leadership can close the attitude-behaviour gap, towards encouraging pro-environment development
strategies throughout the sector. Such relationships should be further validated in future empirical research
done to understand the additional implications that come with them.
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1. Introduction

The manufacturing and service sectors SMEs are rapidly expanding their contribution to the economy of many
countries across the globe including that of China where the number of SMEs is rising rapidly in recent years.
Currently, SMEs contribute more than 60% of China’s GDP and are more than 90% of all enterprises (Lam & Liu,
2020). According to the China Textile Industry Federation, SMEs in textile manufacturing industry was estimated to
be around 90% of the total industry structure in 2021, covering all links of the industrial chain (Lu et al., 2021). From
the employment point of view, SMEs account for 80% of the textile industry’s workforce and are located at various
levels of the value chain (Jia et al, 2020). These SMEs are very important in the creation of employment,
enhancement of living standards, and support of entrepreneurship and innovation. Subsequent decomposition of the
data of 2021 listed companies through Shenyin Wanguo’s industry classification shows that there are 34 A-share
listed companies in the textile manufacturing industry, out of which32% are SMEs (Xiang et al., 2022). It was found
that SMEs are involved in the list of textile manufacturing companies as follows: In the main board market, 30 out of
the 30 listed textile manufacturing companies; while in GEM, SMEs are as high as 50% among the 4listed companies
(Gao & Ren, 2023). As these statistics show, SMEs are indeed prevalent and play a crucial role in China’s textile
production sector.

However, the current pandemic has affected the usual production processes and business activities of textile SMEs.
Even though the industry’s production capacity reached over 70%in December 2022, there were issues with the
epidemic affecting the start-up rates of some enterprises, and supply chains and sales were undermined (Luo & Ma,
2023). Furthermore, increasing the cost of raw materials and energy coupled with decreasing demand from
downstream industries also cut down the profit margin.

Data show that more than 50% of the key textile enterprises achieved no more than 5% of net profit in December,
and the proportion of non-profit enterprises reached 20% (Gu, 2024).

Textile industry is a responsibility-driven green industry, the establishment of a systematic green, low-carbon and
closed industrial system is an important indicator and fundamental condition for the high-quality development of the
industry (Xu et al.,, 2023). Overall, after the “13th Five-Year Plan” the textile industry of the country has made some
progress in energy conservation and emission reduction, pollution control and resource usage, and green
manufacturing system (Xiaoyi, 2023). However, with further improvement of industry standards, pressure on profits,
and higher costs of raw materials, how the small and medium- sized textile enterprises (SMEs) can better coordinate
the above factors and truly realize the green transformation in all aspects is a question.

The involvement of the employees in pro-environmental behaviour is not only required but also plays a crucial role
in achieving the green development of the industry (Ansari, Farrukh & Raza, 2021). Enterprises need to promote the
construction of a modern textile industry economy with ‘professionalism, differentiation, and innovation.” From the
perspective of the green development strategy of textile SMEs, employees’ environmental behaviour becomes
critical. Their participation in green production, energy conservation and labour practices which help in mitigating
pollution and minimizing resource wastage helps enhance market and industry impact of enterprises (Javaid et al.,
2022). By realizing that sustainable development is the way forward, the consumer is able to put his/her weight
behind a company that has a green image. The environmental awareness and actions demonstrated by employees
contribute to the overall transformation of the entire industry towards increased sustainability (Neruja & Arulrajah,
2021).

Chinese textile SMEs are mainly defined by low-cost competitive advantages, which makes them focus on low or
medium-grade products and, most importantly, they still lack globally reputed brands which puts them in the lowest
value-added chain (Lin, Ansell, & Siu, 2021). Due to the low profit-making in a developing economy like China, SMEs
may not give much emphasis on environmental behaviors as relative bigger firms (Peredy, Yaouki & Laki, 2022).
Most of the SMEs are likely to give preference to growth at the cost of environmental sustainability (Silva et al.,, 2021)
and, as a matter of fact, growth has resulted in an enhanced pollution intensity of the SME sector (Van Song et al,,
2022). At present, pollution control in SMEs has become a focus and a difficult issue in the industrial pollution
prevention and control (Pylaeva et al., 2022).

There are several challenges that textile manufacturing SMEs experience. High labour costs augment the cost of
production of enterprises, exports are vulnerable to outside forces like trade barriers, and the market is highly
competitive with the presence of many less competitive enterprises (Chen, 2020). They also face problems of
inadequate human capital especially in the development of technology and other high-quality products (Ong et al,,
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2022). The textile manufacturing SMEs suffer from various problems in terms of market, finance, technology and
talent which include inadequate order flows, restricted fund and shortage of skilled manpower (Gai et al., 2022).
Hence, questions arise as to whether the performance of SME employees in terms of environmental behaviour can be
helpful in the sustainable growth of the enterprise (Nugroho et al,, 2022).

There is lack of an extensive literature examining the effects of the ethical and environmental transformational
leadership styles on environmental behaviour within SMEs in China’s textile industry (Sun et al., 2022). Studies show
that leadership styles’ role in promoting environmental behaviors may have been overlooked in previous SMEs
research in China (Ozgul, 2022). Ethical leadership, which focuses on the truthfulness, moral character, and ethical
actions of the leaders, affects employee’s environmental conservation behaviour (Deyet al., 2022). On the other hand,
environmental transformational leadership, that fosters innovation and change within individuals in the group,
creates organisational responsiveness and fosters a vision of environmental goals (Novita et al., 2022). However, as
mentioned above, the application and the effectiveness of these leadership styles and their relationship with the pro-
environmental behaviors of Chinese textile SMEs still need more empirical investigation and research.

Ethical and environmental transformational leadership is a significant factor to build and communicate values within
organizations, change employees’ values and behaviors, and foster innovative ideas for sustainable environmental
management (Azhar & Yang, 2022). However, there is a scarcity of research on pro-environmental behaviour at the
employee level, with emphasis on the corporate level, green human resource management; and corporate
environmental strategy studies (Banwo & Du, 2019; Foster et al, 2022; Yang et al,, 2020).

Chinese SMEs play a critical role in the nation's economic development, but they face several challenges in
integrating environmental transformational leadership (ETL), ethical leadership (EL), and pro-environmental
behaviors (PEBs). Another notable conflict is the lack of focus on leadership growth, especially in terms of
environmental sustainability. Considering the fact that SMEs are resource constrained, they do not usually have
programs to foster leadership that creates awareness on environmental issues and changes employee behaviour.

Environmental concern which requires transformational leadership is still in its infancy in most of the SMEs.
According to Zhao and Liang, 2023 and Wang et al, 2020, when leadership development is lacking, then the
organisational culture does not change in a way that fosters the environmental values and thus the influence on the
pro-environmental behaviors is compromised.

Another related gap is that there is a low level of awareness on environmental ethical standards among SMEs. While
ethical leadership speaks of the general morality of a person, environmental responsibility is not included in the
general ethical code. Because of this, leaders and managers fail to appreciate or recognize the ethics of the
environment and integrate them into their decision-making system. Therefore, the environmental responsibility is
not seen by the employees as part of the ethical culture of the organisation, and the ethical leadership has less impact
on the development of environmental concern (Mughal et al, 2022; Banwo, 2019). Thus, the lack of clear
environmental ethic creates a scenario whereby employees will rarely be encouraged to participate in PEBs.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Pro-Environmental Behaviour

In the empirical literature, PEB has been defined as “behaviors that intentionally try to reduce the harm caused by
actions one undertakes on the natural and constructed environment” (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, p. 240). Steg &
Vlek (2009) define PEB as “behavior that is as non-harmful to the environment as possible or even beneficial.” The
authors argue that PEB seeks to minimize environmental impacts by protecting natural resources and ecosystems.
According to Schult (2014), PEB can be defined as “any action that an individual or group undertakes with the
purpose of bringing about positive environmental outcome or preventing negative impact on the environment”. In
addition to the term PEB, other authors have referred to other terminologies in describing behaviours that are aimed
at conserving the environment. These are the environmentally significant behaviour, the environmentally
responsible behaviour, the environmentally concerned behaviour and the sustainable behaviour (Stern, 2000).
Scholars mostly use self-reported measures to assess PEB (Steg and Vlek 2009) especially when using surveys,
questionnaires or interviews to estimate respondent’s behaviour.

Some of the theories that have been used in research on environmental behaviour include the theory of planned
behaviour (Ajzen 1985; Greaves et al. 2013), the norm activation theory (Schwartz 1968), the value belief norms
theory (Schwartz 2012) and the comprehensive action determination theory (Klockner 2013). However, PEB has
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other dimensions such as recycling, conservation of energy, conservation of water, transports usage behaviour,
consumption behaviour and others as stated by Blankenberg and Alhusen (2018). As this paper seeks to establish the
determinants of PEB with reference to the various theories and dimensions that explain PEB, the study revives
information to the existing literature.

2.2 Ethical Leadership

According to Brown et al (2005), ethical leadership entails the act of maintaining and modelling the right standards
of behaviour in organizations, and the communication, reinforcement and decision-making towards the followers.
The term “normatively appropriate conduct” point to the ethical nature of ethical leaders, meaning that they have
personality features such as responsibility, trustworthiness, honesty, and fairness in behaviors (Piccoloet al.,, 2010).
Ethical leaders display ethical values, teach others about ethical concerns, encourage the correct behaviors, and
discourage the wrong behaviors and effectively involve themselves in ethical identity (Brown et al, 2005). The
perceived moral self-defines the willingness of the leaders towards the expectation and interest of other as the
opposite actions leads to the condemnation of self and consequently the development of self- dissonance. Further,
Brown and Trevino (2006) defined ethical leadership in terms of two aspects, namely the moral manager aspect
which concerned the overall leader’s attempt to shape the ethical behaviors of the followers; the moral person aspect
whereby ethical leadership was described by attributes such as honesty and integrity.

Leadership is an important aspect in any organization since it is also responsible for the right running of the
organization and also the culture and the values of the organization. In the light of the argument made by Ciulla
(1995) it is clear that two fundamental standards of a good leadership are the excellence and the ethics. Loyalty,
fairness and empathy displayed in careers are not only the means of attaining moral career objectives, but also the
ways of gaining the moral trust of followers (Fehr, Yam & Dang, 2015). Therefore, Ethical Leadership (EL) is a
representation of fairness and empathy, gains respect and pro-organizational and fair treatment by practice of
ethical conduct to subordinates.

2.3 Environmental Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership has been extensively discussed as a highly efficient model for promoting change,
inspiring employees, and encouraging innovation (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1994). Environmental transformational
leadership (ETL) is a development of the general transformational leadership framework, which incorporates
environmental responsibility and envisions and encourages stakeholders to act sustainably (Robertson & Barling,
2013). Environmental Transformational Leadership builds upon the four key components of transformational
leadership: The four types of leadership that have been identified by Bass (1985) include the following: The first is
the idealized influence; The second is inspirational motivation; The third is intellectual stimulation; and the last is
individual consideration. ETL managers can use these components to foster sustainability culture or culture that
supports ecological sustainability in the organisation (Boehm et al., 2015).

Notably, transformational leadership focused on specific goals, like safety leadership, has demonstrated positive
outcomes (Korejan & Shahbazi, 2016; Liao & Chuang,2007; Bono & Anderson, 2005). Some scholars have even used
transformational leadership in subdomains including parenting behaviour (Mydzian, 2017; Karakitapoglu-Aygiin &
Gumusluoglu et al,, 2013). It has also been expanded to other areas in the latest studies and a new style known as
Environmental Transformational Leadership (ETL) was developed with emphasis on supporting pro-environmental
actions (Omarova & Jo, 2022; Althnayan, Alarifi, Bajaba & Alsabban, 2022). Environmental transformational
leadership is a form of transformational leadership for environmental It is also an environmental leadership
grounded on behavioral theories (Singh, Del Giudice, Chierici & Graziano, 2020).

2.4 Environment Concern

Environmental concern is defined as the level of attention or interest people have for protection of the environment
and the associated factors like pollution, climate change, and depletion of natural resources. It is a very important
factor in determining the behaviors of a single person and the society towards sustainable development.
Environmental concern has been defined in general terms as “the level of consciousness and willingness to act on
environmental issues” (Franzen and Vogl, 2013:119). Cognitive, affective and behavioral dimensions are some of the
aspects defining this concept. Cognitively, environmental concerns defined as the understanding of environmental
problems; affectively, it is the anxiety or fear towards the environment; and behaviorally, it is the effort towards
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causing minimal damage to the environment (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978). Environmental concern is defined based on
the object and content of the study. Environmental concern has been described as the appraisal of, or orientation
toward, events and behaviors that impact the environment (Meng and Choi, 2016; Schultz, et al.,, 2005). In addition to
that, Bamberger (2021) also extended the meaning of environmental concern in his studies as the belief, feeling,
cognition, attitude, and behaviour towards the environment. The one that enjoys the most acceptances at the
moment is Dunlap’s notion that environmental concern is how people view environmental issues and their capacity
to act and willingness to help address these issues. To this extent, itis the level of concern and vigilance people
demonstrate as well as the effort they apply towards addressing the environmental issues in their midst (Pihkala,
2017).

The first theoretical perspectives of environmental concern defined concern as knowledge about the environment
and expected that environmental knowledge would translate into more environmentally friendly behaviour (Schultz,
2001). However, more recent studies have pointed out that the relationship is not that simple and that emotional and
social influences are also an important factor in influencing environmental concern and behaviour (Gifford &Nilsson,
2014).

3. Relationship and Hypothesis
3.1 The relationship between Ethical Leadership and Environment Concern

The connection between ethical leadership and environmental concern is incredibly deep at the same time as
multifaceted, as the possibility of impacting real positive change within people and organizations is massive. As
stated by Eisenbeiss, (2012), ethical leadership relates to the way leaders conduct themselves and address others
when it comes to environmental issues, and this are attained through ethical principles. In addition to what has been
stated, leaders who display ethical behaviors act as role models and stress on the need to protect the environment
(Mihelic et al., 2010; Huhtala et al., 2013).

Ethical leaders always display some acts which depict their concern in environmental conservation and the need for
sustainable use of natural resources (Lara & Doyen, 2008). They incorporate environmental values in their problem-
solving approaches, applying different ethical practices like, pro-ecological decision-making, recycling, and rubbish
disposal (Capiené et al.,, 2021). This association between ethical leadership and organizational commitments to the
environment is not a mere academic discourse; it has practical realities on the ground like undertaking of green
technologies, practicing sustainable initiatives as well as evolving measures to counter the negative impacts of the
environment (Mitonga- Monga & Cilliers, 2016).

Ethical leadership does not only focus on the actions of the leaders but rather has a deeper influence on the followers
having a substantial impact on their attitudes and behaviors (Stouten et al,, 2012). Lawton and Paez, (2015) posit
that when the employees and the stakeholders of an organization observe organizational leaders making ethical
decisions for the environment, this fosters an environmental culture within the organisation. This modelling and
reinforcement mechanism makes people to adopt the environmental values that are seen in the environment and
practice them making a wider environmental sensitivity or awareness (Ko, 2018). On the basis of this discussion, the
following hypothesis is postulated.

H1: Ethical leadership positively influences environmental concern in Chinese Manufacturing Textile SMEs.

3.2 The relationship between Environmental Transformational Leadership and Environment Concern

ETL, as a form of transformational leadership, helps to raise environmental concern by being a ‘green model,
embedding the company’s green vision, and inspiring subordinates/mangers/businesses to achieve higher green
goals (Waldman et al., 2006; Singh et al,, 2020). This leadership behaviour assists top managers to emphasise the
strategic organisational commitment of environmental conservation, which in turn forces them to adopt and
integrate new environmental management strategies. Prior research confirms that ETL has a positive effect on
increasing environmental concern among employees (Farrukh et al., 2022; Hussain, 2022).

ETL concerns the company’s environmental management and gives the employees an awareness of the environment
by giving them high-level, positive, cultural values to emulate, including freedom, justice, fairness, and humanism
(Althnayan, 2022; Peng et al,, 2021). They communicate a passionate and clear green allowance, define concrete
sustainability objectives, and infuse the organisation’s culture with biosphere values, stressing the tenets of
stewardship for the environment (Crucke et al., 2022). They facilitate going above the self- quest and in embracing
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organizational environment objectives, promulgate altruistic values (Soni, 2000). The mentioned values are self-
transcendent and imply a deep concern to the organizational environmental goals thereby promoting high
environmental consciousness.

Additionally, ETL leaders ensure there is pressure on the employees to change the existing environmental
management practices thereby encouraging organizational innovation values (Huang et al,, 2021). They get to create
staff knowledge and skills for green innovation as they identify and focus on fulfilling personal needs and employee
meaning. Management operates at the higher level to improve the employees’ preparedness and capacity for change,
thereby adding more meaning to green management practices (Chen et al, 2019). This approach helps to change
employees’ perception regarding the threats and risks of environmental issues to realize and endorse the
environmental concerns of the leader, minimizes the discrepancies between the leader and other staff members and
makes them aligned towards the organizational environmental objectives (Mi et al., 2019). Based on the discussion, it
is possible to make the following assumption:

H2: Environmental transformational leadership positively influences environmental concern in Chinese
Manufacturing Textile SMEs.

3.3 The relationship between Environment Concern and Pro-environmental Behavior

According to Manika et al, 2015, environmental concern is a positive attitude towards the environment.
Environmental concern is the main focus of environmental research and a major factor influencing consumers’
decisions. Research studies reveal that the link between environmental concern and other environmental attitudes
and pro-environmental behavior is rather weak and varies across countries (Tam & Chan, 2017; Xu et al, 2021;
HuddartKennedy et al.,, 2015).

Research had also revealed that a customer with a greater perceived responsibility for the environment, a greater
concern for the environment, and a greater support for environmental goods and services (Lange et al.,, 2018; Aman
et al, 2021). They normally have the perception that environmental issues are as a result of human actions, and this
has a positive influence on changing their behaviour in order to minimize on the harm they may cause on the
environment (Bruderer & Diekmann, 2015). Furthermore, people with a high level of environmental concern are
more likely to understand the relationship between human and the environment (Wu et al,, 2021), especially when
they have the responsibility of conserving the environment with endangered ecosystems; they are more willing to act
towards the solution of environmental issues (Balundé et al,, 2019; Kim & Yun, 2019). This indicates the need to
integrate a sense of environment responsibility as a way of enhancing the environmental concern and the
corresponding behaviour.

However, some researchers have also noted that while the awareness of the environment and concern is on the rise,
there is still a huge disconnect between the perception and actions that individuals take (Ménus, 2021; Huang et al.,
2020; Tam, & Chan., 2017). This is evidenced by the fact that even those who claim to “care for the environment” do
not always engage in Pro-environmental Behaviour, more so when purchasing green products. This implies that even
though there seems to be a global growth of environmental consciousness, or what can be referred to as rise in
environmental concern, this does not translate to higher rates of Pro- environmental Behaviour (Chwialkowska,
2020; Rhead, 2015; Huddart Kennedy et al, 2015). In view of the discussion, we would like to formulate the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Environmental concern has a positive effect on Pro-environmental Behavior in Chinese Manufacturing
Textile SMEs.
4. Proposed Framework

This current study stressed on the relationship between ethical leadership, environmental transformational
leadership, environmental concern, and pro-environmental behaviour based on prior research. The following
conceptual model is proposed below in figure 1.
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Ethical Leadership
Environmental Pro-Environmental
Concern Behaviour
Environmental
Transformational
Leadership

Figure 1: Conceptual Model

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Organizational ethical leaders contribute to environmental ethical decisions through practices that include using
environmentally friendly technologies, practicing environmental conservation, and designing policies that minimize
the effects on the environment. Their behaviour is personal, but it is also felt by the followers because it is an
indication of their attitude. Ethical leadership and environmental concern: the degree and nature of the connection
are far-reaching and multifaceted for individual and organizational behaviour. Ethical Leadership Environmental
Transformational Leadership Environmental Concern Pro- Environment a Ethical leaders ensure that issues of
environment are taken into consideration in decision making thus promoting environmental consciousness in
organizations. This modelling effect creates, obliges the employees to adopt and imbibe the environmental values
into their own practices and thus create a wider organisational commitment to environmental concern.

ETL greatly influences environmental concern as a “green role model,” as a communication of the organization’s
environmental vision, and encouraging the execution of more challenging environmental goals from managerial and
business unit perspectives (Lange et al, 2018; Hadi et al., 2017). This leadership style re-emphasises the
organisation’s stewardship responsibility of the environment as well as promoting the implementation of new
environments. Research findings indicate that there is a positive relationship between the ETL and the
environmental concern among employees. ETL improves the environmental accountability of the corporate sector
mainly because the programme encourages a higher system of values like freedom, justice, fairness and humanism.
Furthermore, ETL leaders seek to promote shift in the environmental management practices from the existing ones
and advocate for pro-innovation values among their employees. It is based on the provision of specialised
suggestions to increase employees’ competencies in green innovation, which also assists them in discovering more
value in their work, as well as finding the perspectives with the leader’s environmental objectives.

Environmental concern or the extent of respondent’s attitude towards the environment is an important variable that
informs environmental research and decision making. The literature review shows that environmental
consciousness of consumers is positively correlated with consumer concern over environmental problems and
consumer attitudes towards green products. Such persons tend to believe that environmental issues are chiefly
resultant of actions carried out by people, thus they are willing to partake in activities that will help lessen the
detrimental effects of the environment. They are also more conscious of the interdependence between humans and
the environment especially with regards to environment sensitive areas thus they act. A significant body of literature
reveals that, although awareness of environmental issues has risen significantly in the recent past, there is a
considerable behavioral gap between people’s perception and action.

6. Implications

Ethical leadership and Environmental Transformational Leadership (ETL) have a far-reaching impact on
environmental concern and behaviour within an organization. To reap from these benefits, there is the need for
organizations to pursue leadership development programs that incorporate ethical and sustainable leadership. Such
programs should target honing the leadership skills of the officials in handling the ethical issues, promoting and
implementing strong environmental policies as well as incorporating the sustainability principles within their
decision-making systems. Thus, by developing such skills in leaders, organizations shall be able to promote
environmental sustainability and create more positive impact. Implementing ethical leadership and ETL into
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organisational practices not only helps internal sustainability initiatives but also has a knock-on effect of inspiring
other organisations, thus creating a chain of extending the importance and practice of sustainability across
industries.

But the study also found that there is a large discrepancy between respondents’ level of environmental concern and
their behavioral change towards the environment. This implies that even though there is an improvement in
awareness of the environment this alone may not compel the people to change their behaviour significantly. To fill
this gap, more effort should be directed towards ensuring that organizations and policymakers get to understand and
overcome all the barriers that may hinder the expression of concern to action. This could entail identifying factors
which may include inadequate information, perceived inconvenience or costs and then correcting those by offering a
specific series of steps on how clients can make environmentally friendly decisions. Organizations should thus create
awareness of environmental responsibility and remind people how their actions directly impact the environment to
improve on the sustainability initiatives of organizations and promote a positive change for the environment.

7. Limitation and future directions

The current study enriches the current knowledge by proposing a conceptual framework and examines the
relationships between ethical leadership, environmental transformational leadership, environmental concern and
pro-environmental behaviour from the previous research. However, there are several limitations which include:
Firstly, the manufacturing SMEs in China are highlighted, which means that the study has a contextual uniqueness
that may restrict the transferability of the outcomes. The findings may not be transferable to organisations in other
countries or regions due to the differences in the economic, cultural and regulatory structures in China. Furthermore,
focusing on the manufacturing sector may mask the dynamics that are found in other sectors such as the services or
technology sector where practices and challenges are unique. The cultural setting in China could also bring about
some biases whereby what is considered ethical leadership and or how environmentally conscious may differ from
what is considered global standard. In addition, the current model should be subjected to empirical testing to
warrant the current discussion based on literature.
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