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Abstract: Business ethics are an important part of corporate sustainability. Sustainability concerns
not only the environment but also the well-being of employees, which includes work engagement.
Authentic leadership has an impact on the work engagement and well-being of subordinates. The
aim of the current research is to present the interdependencies between leadership, work engagement,
and unethical pro-organizational behavior. A group of 623 employees from various organizations
working in various positions in Central and Eastern Poland was surveyed. The relationships between
the variables were analyzed using CB-SEM structural modeling methods. The estimation was
completed on the basis of the highest probability method. The CB-SEM model was applied in order
to verify the hypotheses that had been formulated. The current paper presents an intermediate role
of work engagement between supervisors’ leadership and the unethical pro-organizational behavior
of subordinates. The survey shows that authentic leadership induces subordinates to engage in
unethical pro-organizational behavior. Practical implications were formulated, including company
board greater integration of ethics into the core values of organizations and emphasis on learning
business ethics in universities and MBA studies.

Keywords: sustainable development; unethical pro-organizational behavior; authentic leadership;
work engagement

1. Introduction

The concept of sustainability pertains not only to the economy, natural resources, and
environmental impacts but also the labor environment and its impact on the well-being of
employees [1,2]. The consideration of sustainability leads to the formation of healthy organizations in
which management, culture, and organizational climate create an environment that is conducive to
both physical and mental well-being of employees as well as organizational efficiency [3]. As a result,
in the area of human resource management, sustainable development means focusing on the well-being
of individuals within the organization [1,4]. In a survey conducted by Rego et al. [5], approximately
40% of chief executive officers (CEOs) listed the environment and employees as key areas of activity
that they consider during corporate sustainability planning.

The researchers have recognized the impact of organizational leadership on sustainability [6]. The
term “sustainable leadership” has been broadly defined and is characterized by its focus on a vision
connecting companies with society, business ethics behavior, corporate social responsibility, innovation,
stakeholder engagement and support, and systemic change [7]. The concept of sustainable human
capital leadership has also been proposed [4] and an attempt has even been made to conceptualize
“healthy leadership” [8]. Vila-Vázquez et al. [9] noted that leadership affects the well-being of employees
by increasing their commitment to work. Developing employees in a positive organizational climate
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of trust and ethics is considered one of the most important management practices for sustainable
development [5]. The desired characteristics of sustainability leaders include inspiring vision,
energizing, and setting an example for subordinates [5].

The leadership theories related to organizational sustainability and sustainable human resources
management (HRM) practices distinguish authentic leadership [10]. Metcalf and Benn [11] state
that authentic, ethical, and transformational leadership are directly or indirectly related to company
sustainability. Authentic leadership has a strong impact on the well-being of employees [12,13].
An authentic leader influences subordinates through social identification, social learning, and social
contagion [14]. Consequently, authentic leadership positively impacts subordinate satisfaction [13,15,16].
Moreover, authentic leadership increases subordinate satisfaction and happiness [17] and functions in
nonprofit workplaces and professions such as nursing [18] as well as in nonprofit organizations [19].

Sustainable management of an organization increases employee work engagement [9], which is an
indicator of employee well-being [20] and it is defined as “the state of individuals’ mental, physical, and
general health, as well as their experiences of satisfaction both at work and outside of work” [21]. Work
engagement is considerably different from workaholism and does not lead to professional burnout [22].
Well-being is the fundamental result of sustainable human resource management [1,4].

Furthermore, ethics are integral characteristics of sustainable management [23]. Ethics serve
as an important management practice in sustainable development [5]. In terms of attainment of
higher goals, an ethical approach to the limits of sustainable development constitutes the natural
will to develop an organization. The values behind ethics, such as not exploiting resources at the
expense of future generations, indicate that development is still important but not at any cost. An
increasing number of companies are addressing ethical issues using institutionalized processes [24].
To this end, companies devise corporate codes of ethics that indicate which activities undertaken on
behalf of the company are ethical and which are not. Therefore, it has been decided to present, in this
article, the correlations among authentic leadership, work engagement, and involvement in unethical
behavior displayed on behalf of an organization. It seems interesting to answer the questions whether
and how authentic leadership, which has a very important ethical component, influences employee
unethical pro-organizational behavior [25,26]; whether authentic leadership increases employee work
engagement; and—first and foremost—whether such engaged employees are not more inclined to
unethical pro-organizational behavior.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Authentic Leadership

Leadership plays an important role in management because it engages people around shared
goals and values. The core of the theory of authentic leadership is the concept of authenticity that is an
expression of activity consistent with the true inner self [27].

Authentic leaders are most often described as follows:

“Individuals who are deeply aware of how they think and behave and are perceived by
others as being aware of their own and others’ values/moral perspective, knowledge, and
strengths; who are aware of the context in which they operate; and who are confident,
hopeful, optimistic, resilient, and high on moral character” [28].

Authentic leaders are characterized by four attributes: internalized moral perspective, relational
transparency, self-awareness, and balanced processing [29]. Relational transparency refers to a leader’s
openness to exchanging information with others, including subordinates, as well as willingness to
express one’s authentic self to others. An internalized moral perspective is concerned with the internal
morality of leaders. They adapt their own behavior to values to which they adhere. Balanced processing
consists in the leader actually taking into considerations subordinates’ opinions and other significant
data prior to making a decision. Self-awareness helps the leader understand how he influences his
environment and what he really is like as a person.
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The dimensions of behavior described above complement each other and have optimal explanatory
power when considered together [29]. As far as performance is concerned, positive influence of
leadership on subordinates and the entire team as well as prosocial behavior has been identified [14,30].

Authentic leadership is described as follows:
A pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes both positive psychological capacities

and a positive ethical climate to foster greater self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective,
balanced processing of information, and relational transparency on the part of leaders working with
followers, all while fostering positive self-development [29] (p. 94).

A review of the existing research highlights the positive effect of authentic leadership on the sense of
fulfilment of basic needs by employee groups and on work engagement [15,16,31]. Authentic leadership
reduces the likelihood of professional burnout and the desire to quit work [32], reduces bullying [33],
and helps create an active approach to conflict management in organizations [34]. A link exists between
authentic leadership and satisfaction with supervisors [29] and work engagement [13,16,35].

Notably, high correlations exist between authentic leadership and transformational leadership [36,37]
and between authentic leadership and ethical leadership [37,38]. They all belong to normative theories of
leadership [39], which focus on the leader–follower relationship and raising morals in an organization [40].
Both the theory of ethical leadership and the theory of authentic leadership emerged as a result of calling
upon business communities to develop a new, more ethical leadership theory after corruption problems
in American corporations at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries [27]. These theories constitute a
development of the concept of transformational leadership [41]. Authentic, ethical, and transformational
leadership are directly or indirectly related to company sustainability [11]. Therefore, links between these
related leadership theories and unethical organizational behavior is worth examining.

2.2. Authentic Leadership and Ethical Behavior

The authors of the concept of authentic leadership presented research results showing that authentic
leadership is corelated with the manifestations of moral courage by adherents, fully mediating the
influence of authentic leadership on the ethical behavior of followers [42]. Another study proved that
authentic leadership helps overcome the temptation to make unethical decisions [43].

Research into authentic leadership and Machiavellianism, which is the opposite of authenticity,
yielded different results [44]. When Machiavellianism is high, positive influence of authentic leadership
on ethical behavior vanishes [45]. Therefore, why is Machiavellianism, an approach based on the idea
that the goal justifies the means, which is completely contrary to sustainable management, inconsistent
with the views of some authentic leaders? It seems that part of the answer is the construct of authentic
leadership, in which the ethical component is devoid of unambiguous ethical content. It does not state
what needs to be done in particular situations [46], and it does not refer to a specific catalogue of values;
it is based solely on the leader’s listening to their inner self and being authentic about themselves,
thus complying with their inner code. Only the component of balanced processing is an indication of
how to behave toward one’s subordinates. Many leaders and ethics researchers disagree with this
approach to leadership ethics, e.g., [47,48]. Price [49] states that ethical issues, and even the content
of leadership ethics, are treated too superficially in contemporary leadership theories. According
to Nyberg and Sveningsson [50], authentic leadership theory contains an internal contradiction and
dissonance between the desires to be an authentic leader and a well-received leader.

Empirical evidence for these theoretical considerations is related to the results of a cross-sectional
study of eight approaches to leadership, including authentic leadership, confronted with five Western
ethical theories. Different leadership approaches were shown to be consistent with the same ethical
theory [51].

2.3. Authentic Leadership and Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior

Umphress and Bingham [25] believe that employees sometimes work in an unethical manner with
the intention of contributing to the organization. Based on this conclusion, they created a construct
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they called unethical pro-organizational behavior [UPB]. They defined it as “actions that are intended
to promote the effective functioning of the organization or its members (e.g., leaders) and violate core
societal values, mores, laws, or standards of proper conduct” [25] (p. 96).

The construct draws upon the theory of social exchange, which embraces social relationships as a
system of exchange of (not necessarily material) goods based on the model of economic exchange [52,53].
The second basis of the model of unethical pro-organizational behavior is the theory of social identity,
which assumes that people prefer inequalities between groups to defend their social hierarchy and their
own position within it, usually favoring the groups to which they belong and discriminating against
other groups [54]. The third basis of UPB is the process of neutralization, that is, weakening the power
of the existing ethical norms that an individual wishes to violate [55]. Neutralization techniques justify
committing a forbidden act and reduce the feeling of guilt by means of various methods of justifying
one’s behavior. This permits the committing of an unethical act without feeling guilty or responsibility.

Employees neutralize unethical activities caused by social exchange by focusing on their specific
role and by identifying with the organization [25,26].

An amoral organizational culture, the moral competence of individuals, and the expected negative
consequences related to the result of unethical behavior are external factors influencing the level UPB in
the organization. UPB results in negative emotions such as anger and shame and cognitive dissonance
resulting from behaving contrary to one’s values [25].

The influence of leadership on UPB of subordinates is ambiguous. It was found that involvement
of employees in UPB is the lowest when the level of ethical leadership of the superiors is moderate.
Both too high and too low level of ethical leadership causes employees’ UPB to intensify. The mediator
in this study was identification with the superior, which, if high, strengthened the above-mentioned
correlation [56].

Other findings demonstrated the impact of transformational leadership on involvement of
employees in UPB. Here, the mediator was organizational identification of the subordinates and their
moral capacity. The results indicate that if the superiors foster emotional involvement in employees,
there is risk that they will be achieving corporate goals in an unethical way [57].

In turn, three US researchers observed the influence exerted by two components of transformational
leadership, that is, inspiring motivation and charisma, on intensified unethical pro-organizational
behavior among subordinates, which was found to be higher than that in the case of transactional
leaders [58].

Review of the relevant literature regarding the ambiguity of the results of studies on the correlations
between leadership and UPB led us to formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: No relationship exists between supervisor’s authentic leadership and the unethical
pro-organizational behavior of subordinates.

2.4. Authentic Leadership and Work Engagement

Work engagement is understood in many ways. Shuck [59], based on analysis of the literature,
identified four approaches to engagement in work—satisfying a need, an antidote to burnout,
a combination of satisfaction and engagement, and a multidimensional approach. Kahn [60] believed
that work engagement is a relationship between identity and a person’s professional role. Britt [61]
stated that engagement is a sense of responsibility for one’s work. Maslach et al. [62] argued that
engagement is the extreme opposite of professional burnout. Another approach to engagement in work
is that it is an “individual’s involvement and satisfaction as well as enthusiasm for work” [63] (p. 269).

It’s adopted the definition of work engagement as an antithesis of professional burnout:
“engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized
by vigor, dedication, and absorption” [64] (p. 74). Vigor is perceived as the experience of a high level
of energy and readiness for trying at work. It is also associated with the willingness to do the work
entrusted, even in the face of obstacles and difficulties. Dedication to work is an enthusiastic approach
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and a sense of importance and pride. Absorption is a state of increased concentration and commitment
to work while retaining the ability to stop it. A committed worker can work for a long time, enjoys the
job, and does not succumb to workaholism or burnout [20].

Leadership is a factor that significantly impacts work engagement because leaders create healthy
working environments where employees are motivated and satisfied with the way they work [65].
The work engagement of a subordinate is a mediator between supervisors’ authentic leadership
and the performance of tasks by subordinates [66]. Subordinates engage in work as a result of a
leader’s sense of promotion of autonomy and a desire to reciprocate to a superior [67]. The influence
of authentic leadership on engagement is achieved through relational identification and positive
emotions [68], including trust in the supervisor [69]. Research has confirmed the influence of authentic
leadership exercised by supervisors on the engagement of subordinates, e.g., [13,15,16,35]. Therefore,
we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Authentic leadership affects work engagement of followers.

2.5. Work Engagement and Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior

People with a high level of job satisfaction (a concept that is often interrelated with work
engagement) have been found to be more willing to engage in unethical pro-organizational behavior
through the sense of belonging to the company [70]. Meyer and Herscovitch [71] defined commitment
as a force that binds an individual to an objective. It is characterized by the following elements:
continuance commitment, normative commitment, and affective commitment. Authentic leadership
produces impact on individuals’ affective commitment to an organization [72,73].

People with a high level of affective commitment were found to be more likely to engage in
UPB [74]. Continuance commitment, which is similar to work engagement, also increases employee
involvement in UPB [75]. The results of other studies indicate that normative commitment and affective
commitment are predictors of unethical pro-organizational behavior [76].

A strong relationship exists between work engagement and commitment [77]. Commitment
is sometimes treated as an element of work engagement [78,79]. Therefore, we formulated the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Work engagement influences unethical pro-organizational behavior.

2.6. Intermediary Role of Work Engagement between Authentic Leadership and Unethical Pro-Organizational
Behavior

Authentic leadership does not appear to directly impact UPB, but a clear positive impact on the
involvement of followers in work, e.g., references [13,15,16,35]. As other studies have shown, ethical
leadership affects the UPB of followers through continuance commitment as a mediator [75]. Ethical
leadership can encourage unethical pro-organizational behavior in followers with low professional
autonomy [80]. The subordinates may believe that they only do what the organization wants.

Many correlations exist between ethical and authentic leadership [37]. Theoretical assumptions
mention the impact of neutral phenomena such as social exchange on unethical pro-organizational
behavior. The above considerations led us to formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Work engagement is a complete mediator of the relationship between superior leadership and the
level of unethical pro-organizational behavior among subordinates working as manual or office workers.

Figure 1 depicts a hypothetical model of the relationships among the variables under examination.
We assume that no connection exists between authentic leadership and UPB. It is possible that authentic
leadership influences employee work engagement. Among subordinates with low professional
autonomy working as manual or office workers, the following dependency path can be observed:



Sustainability 2020, 12, 1182 6 of 14

authentic leadership increases work engagement of followers, and then this work engagement increases
the unethical pro-organizational behavior of followers.
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3. Data and Methodology

The respondents were recruited among employees improving their qualifications in part-time
and postgraduate studies at three universities in Central and Eastern Poland (two in Warsaw and one
in Siedlce). They had the opportunity to participate in the study during their university attendance.
We chose the survey method. A research questionnaire was created consisting of a metric and the
following questionnaires. The Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ) [81] was used to examine
the authentic leadership of the direct supervisors of the respondents. The questionnaire was validated
in Polish [82]. An example of a statement is “My supervisor admits their mistakes to others.” Answers
were ranked on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). The survey of the respondents’
involvement in work was conducted using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES 9) [83], which
has been adapted in many countries [84]. The questionnaire consists of 9 questions, and answers are
ranked on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 7 (every day). An example of a statement is
“When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work”. A translated questionnaire on unethical
pro-organizational behavior was used [26]. The questionnaire has strong explanatory power and high
internal consistency (α = 0.91). The questionnaire consists of six statements and uses a seven-point
Likert scale ranging from “I strongly disagree” to “I strongly agree.” An example of a statement is “If it
helped my organization, I would misrepresent the truth to make my organization look good.”

The factor structure of the unethical pro-organizational behavior was analyzed with the use of
exploratory factor analysis. The scree-plot depicted in Figure 2 revealed unidimensional structure,
which explained 55.65% of total variance.Sustainability 2020, 12, 1182 7 of 14 
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Table 1 presents acquired factor loadings. All factor loadings 0.5 or greater are considered
practically significant [85]. MacCallum et al. [86] proposes, that 0.6 is the minimum level, provided
that the average of all factor loadings exceeds 0.7. Presented study meets this condition. According
to Comrey and Lee [87] 0.63 is very good level, and 0.71 is very high. Unethical pro-organizational
behavior was analyzed as a unidimensional concept in subsequent analysis.

Table 1. Factor loadings acquired in the exploratory factor analysis of unethical
pro-organizational behavior.

Item No.

3. If it would benefit my organization, I would withhold negative information about my
company or its products from customers and clients. 0.81

2. If it would help my organization, I would exaggerate the truth about my company’s
products or services to customers and clients. 0.80

6. If needed, I would conceal information from the public that could be damaging to my
organization. 0.78

1. If it would help my organization, I would misrepresent the truth to make my
organization look good. 0.74

4. If my organization needed me to, I would give a good recommendation on the behalf
of an incompetent employee in the hope that the person will become another
organization’s problem instead of my own.

0.67

5. If my organization needed me to, I would withhold issuing a refund to a customer or
client accidentally overcharged. 0.66

The data were subjected to statistical analysis. The relationships between the variables were
analyzed using CB-SEM structural modeling methods. IBM SPSS Amos 25.0.0 was used (Amos
Development Corporation, 3000 Village Run Road Unit 103, #315, Wexford, PA 15090, USA). The
estimation was completed on the basis of the highest probability method. The CB-SEM model was
applied in order to verify formulated hypotheses.

4. Results

4.1. Respondents

We examined the responses of 623 persons—specifically, 419 women and 204 men. The majority
of the respondents (69.7%) were aged 20–29 years, and 324 had a higher education, while 299 had a
secondary education.

Table 2 presents the frequency distribution for the positions occupied by the surveyed persons.
The study included 342 persons working in managerial positions or as specialists and 281 persons
working as manual or office workers.

Table 2. Frequency distribution of employment positions of the respondents.

Position n %

Managerial 144 23.1

Specialist 198 31.8

Manual worker 100 16.1

Office worker 181 29.1

Total 623 100

Table 3 presents the frequency distribution for the period of employment of the respondents. Most
people worked for up to three years.
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Table 3. Frequency distribution of positions occupied by respondents.

Position Manager or Specialist Manual Worker or Office Worker Total

n % n % n %

<3 years 180 52.6 206 73.3 386 62.0

>3 years 160 46.8 74 26.3 234 37.6

No data 2 0.6 1 0.4 3 0.5

Total 342 100 281 100 623 100

Table 4 presents the frequency distribution for the size of companies at which the surveyed
persons worked.

Table 4. Frequency distribution of size of companies at which respondents worked.

Number of Employees n %

<9 111 17.8

10–49 168 27.0

50–249 115 18.5

≥250 229 36.8

Total 623 100

4.2. Analysis of Dependencies between Variables

The dependencies between the variables were analyzed using structural modeling methods.
The estimation was completed on the basis of the highest probability method. We assumed that the
leadership characteristics of the supervisor would be important for work engagement and the intensity
of unethical behavior. The relationship between a superior’s leadership and the intensity of unethical
behavior is direct and indirect, with the level of engagement in work being the mediator.

The results are presented in Figure 3. The intergroup differences were also analyzed in the
scope of the model of dependence between the analyzed variables. People working in managerial or
specialist positions and people working as manual or office workers were compared. The statistically
insignificant path is marked with a dashed line in Figure 3. In both groups, superior leadership
was a statistically significant positive predictor of work engagement. However, only in the group of
subordinates working as manual or office workers did work engagement translate positively into
unethical pro-organizational behavior. In the group of people working as manual or office workers,
work engagement was a complete mediator between a superior’s leadership and the level of UPB.
According to Sobel’s test, the mediation effect was statistically significant: Z = 2.90, p < 0.01.

In the group of subordinates working as manual or office workers, the supervisor’s leadership
translated into work engagement and work engagement into unethical pro-organizational behavior.
In the group of managers and specialists, however, the supervisor’s leadership translated into work
engagement. However, we found no statistically significant correlation between the level of work
engagement and the level of unethical pro-organizational behavior. Our hypotheses appear to be
supported by the results.
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5. Discussion

The results revealed a lack of correlation between authentic leadership and UPB. This means that
the ethical component of authentic leadership only requires compliance with the leader’s inner self.
The findings confirm the theoretical considerations of other authors [47–49], which are also consistent
with empirical research on the relationship between leadership and UPB [56–58]. This is the first study
to analyze the relationship between authentic leadership and unethical pro-organizational behavior.

The strong influence of authentic leadership on work engagement of followers is reaffirmed for
all respondents regardless of their job position. This is yet another confirmation of the usefulness of
the theory of authentic leadership in management and its impact on the well-being of subordinates;
therefore, it is also a useful theory in sustainability management.

For the first time, the impact of engagement on UPB was studied, and this impact proved to be
statistically significant for manual workers and office workers who are not experts or managers. To
date, the impact of commitment on UPB has been observed. Notably, the above concepts are vague
and partly overlap, which makes it complicated to arrive at clear conclusions. The concept of full
engagement may be worth developing, which combines work engagement and well-being [88]. We
present further research results that point to the intermediary role of positive social phenomena in the
employee-work dyad, which additionally have negative effects on ethical behavior of some groups at
work comprising subordinates on basic positions with low professional autonomy.

This result is consistent with the UPB theory [25]. We have not examined which social phenomena
directly influence UPB, which might be social exchange or social learning. However, this is another
confirmation that, under certain circumstances and under the influence of positive phenomena, some
subordinates are prone to unethical pro-organizational behavior. The results correspond to those
reported in other studies, e.g., reference [80].
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6. Conclusions

6.1. Practical Implications

The negative mediation of work engagement between authentic leadership and the unethical
pro-organizational behavior that occurs among subordinates on the simplest positions is puzzling.
Perhaps in the course of gaining skills by professionals, autonomy in terms of ethical behavior increases.
Current research shows a dangerous aspect of authentic leadership, which can encourage followers
working as manual or office workers to participate in unethical pro-organizational behavior. This
does not mean that a person should stop practicing authentic leadership but only pay extra attention
to learning what is and is not ethically acceptable in an organization. Once organizational values
have been determined, ethics should be integrated with the basic values of the organization. When
evaluating leaders, however, their ethics should be considered.

According to Miao et al. [56], this survey shows that top level managers should compile codes of
ethics that clearly show what is and what is not acceptable in an organization. Such a code of ethics
should be consistent with the strategy of an organization and the values it encourages. This will show
a clear contradiction with the organization’s objectives and discourage the use of unethical practices in
their pursuance.

Despite the fact that business ethics courses are provided on MBA studies, they are not often
chosen by students. Perhaps they should be compulsory and conducted in the form of practical
trainings [89]. The same applies to academic courses on business and management. Finally, the
idea of sustainability management in the field of ethical behavior in everyday business work should
be disseminated.

6.2. Limitations and Future Research

This research and its results have certain limitations. First, the study sample is unrepresentative. It
is overrepresents young people under 29 years of age. As a result, people with relatively low seniority
were surveyed. As the respondents were all receiving further education, this may also influence
interpretation of the results. Another limitation is the fact that the respondents were students. Studying
employees may have a different approach to work engagement and UPB. The size of the group was
large. We hope that the sample size compensates for the deficiencies.

The differentiation of the results into subordinates working as managers, experts, manual workers
and office workers requires further research. Whether this is a variable that differentiates the impact of
leadership on UPB could be investigated further. The influence of other leadership theories should
be examined, including servant leadership or spiritual leadership, on unethical pro-organizational
behavior. An interesting direction of research is also related to a variant of unethical pro-organizational
behavior, namely, unethical pro-supervisor behavior [90]. In the future, it is also worth examining
whether the dependency between authentic leadership and UPB will differ in organizations that have
implemented the CSR strategy and ones that have not implemented such a strategy. An interesting factor
moderating this dependency may also be the character of an organization under examination—whether
it is a public, commercial, or a commercial state-owned undertaking.
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82. Sierpińska, L. Walidacja polskiej wersji kwestionariusza autentycznego przywództwa na potrzeby oceny
autentycznego przywództwa kierowniczej kadry pielęgniarskiej krajowych oddziałów szpitalnych. Polski
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