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Abstract: This study aims to explain the relationship between ethical leadership and innovation in urban
management, with the mediating role of cognitive flexibility in the context of Mashhad Municipality. The
research employed a survey method using a standard questionnaire and simple random sampling with a
sample size of 108 participants. The analysis results revealed that ethical leadership has a positive and
significant effect on both innovation in urban management and cognitive flexibility. Additionally, cognitive
flexibility significantly influences innovation in urban management. The correlation coefficients between ethical
leadership and innovation in urban management (0.72), ethical leadership and cognitive flexibility (0.68), and
cognitive flexibility and innovation in urban management (0.55) indicate strong relationships. Model fit indices
such as the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), and Chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio showed a good fit of the research model. All research
hypotheses were confirmed, supporting the validity of the findings. One of the limitations of this study is its
exclusive focus on Mashhad Municipality and the use of self-reported questionnaires, which may affect the
accuracy and generalizability of the results. The study recommends that urban managers strengthen this type
of leadership to enhance innovative processes in urban organizations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ethical leadership, as one of the most important aspects of organizational leadership in the
contemporary world, particularly in management and urban settings, has garnered significant
attention. This type of leadership, which emphasizes ethical principles, transparency, justice, and
accountability, can profoundly impact organizational culture and overall performance. In many
urban organizations facing complex challenges such as the need to respond to rapid changes and
interact with various stakeholder groups, ethical leadership plays a crucial role in fostering
innovation and improving efficiency. Furthermore, in today's complex and dynamic world,
cognitive flexibility is emerging as a mediating factor in the innovation process. This trait enables
individuals and organizations to effectively adapt to environmental changes and provide innovative
solutions to various problems. Given that ethical leadership in urban management can significantly
influence the innovation process, this research aims to examine the relationship between ethical
leadership and innovation in urban management, with a focus on the mediating role of cognitive
flexibility. By focusing on the Municipality of Mashhad and utilizing real data from urban
management organizations, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive and practical model for
analyzing these relationships. In this regard, the present research can serve as a scientific reference
for policymakers and urban managers, helping them design more effective strategies to improve
innovation and efficiency in urban organizations.

Case Study

This research specifically focuses on the Municipality of Mashhad as a case study of urban
management organizations in Iran. The Municipality of Mashhad faces numerous challenges,
including urban services management, interaction with citizens, and the need for innovation in
service delivery. In this context, examining the impact of ethical leadership on innovation and the
mediating role of cognitive flexibility within this organization can provide valuable insights for
policymakers and urban managers. As one of the largest and most populous municipalities in the
country, the Municipality of Mashhad serves as a suitable example for analyzing ethical leadership
behaviors and implementing managerial innovations. The data collected from this organization
specifically offer innovative solutions and strategies to improve organizational performance and
enhance citizen satisfaction, which could serve as a model for other municipalities in Iran and even
other countries.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in the integration of key concepts from
ethical leadership, cognitive flexibility, and innovation in urban management. Ethical leadership is
conceptualized as leadership that is rooted in values such as transparency, justice, and
accountability, which profoundly influence organizational culture and performance (Avolio &
Gardner, 2005). In the context of urban management, ethical leadership is particularly crucial for
fostering a conducive environment for innovation and responsiveness to the needs of citizens and
stakeholders. Cognitive flexibility, defined as the ability to adapt one's thinking and behavior to
changing environmental demands (Martin, 2014), is introduced as a mediating factor between
ethical leadership and innovation. Cognitive flexibility enables organizations to not only react to
changes but also proactively engage in innovative practices that address complex urban challenges.
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By integrating these two concepts, the framework posits that ethical leadership enhances cognitive
flexibility, which, in turn, promotes innovation in urban management practices. The combination of
these theories provides a comprehensive lens for understanding how leadership behaviors influence
organizational innovation, especially in the complex and dynamic context of urban settings.

JNAPA

Methodology

The methodology of this research adopts a quantitative approach, utilizing a survey design to
collect data from employees and managers within the Municipality of Mashhad. A structured
guestionnaire was developed based on the key constructs of ethical leadership, cognitive flexibility,
and innovation in urban management. The data collection process involved administering the
questionnaire to a sample of 108 respondents, selected through a stratified random sampling
technique to ensure representation across different levels of the organization. The respondents were
asked to evaluate their perceptions of ethical leadership behaviors, their ability to adapt to changes
(cognitive flexibility), and the extent to which innovation was encouraged within the organization.
To analyze the data, structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed, which allowed for the
testing of both the direct and indirect relationships between the constructs. The model was
evaluated for fit using several indices, including RMSEA, CFI, and TLI. The reliability and validity
of the measurement scales were assessed through Cronbach's alpha and confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA), ensuring the robustness of the findings. The data analysis aimed to explore the
mediating role of cognitive flexibility in the relationship between ethical leadership and innovation,
providing insights into how leadership behaviors can foster innovative practices in urban
management.

Discussion and Results

This study confirms that ethical leadership plays a crucial role in fostering innovation within
urban management, with cognitive flexibility acting as a key mediator. Leaders who demonstrate
ethical behaviors create an environment conducive to innovation, where employees are more
adaptable and open to new solutions. This highlights the importance of developing ethical
leadership practices to drive organizational change and innovation in the public sector. In
conclusion, the findings suggest that strengthening ethical leadership and cognitive flexibility in
urban management organizations, such as the Municipality of Mashhad, can significantly improve
organizational performance and citizen satisfaction. These insights offer valuable implications for
policymakers and urban managers aiming to address the dynamic challenges of urban governance
effectively.

Conclusion

This study highlights the critical role of ethical leadership in fostering innovation within urban
management, specifically within the Municipality of Mashhad. By demonstrating that ethical
leadership enhances cognitive flexibility, which in turn drives innovation, the research provides
valuable insights for urban managers and policymakers. Strengthening ethical leadership and
cognitive flexibility can lead to improved organizational performance and citizen satisfaction,
offering a strategic framework for addressing urban challenges effectively.
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