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Abstract

:

To achieve organizational performance excellence, modern organizations have not only the option but the necessity to adapt and implement corporate sustainability (CS) practices. CS changes previous business models, taking into account environmental and social aspects, thereby determining the success of the organization. The implementation of CS is, however, reinforced or limited by a number of internal and environmental factors. The main research goal was therefore to identify and evaluate the mechanisms linking perceived organizational support (POS) and entrepreneurial orientation dimensions such as autonomy (AU), risk taking (RT), competitive aggressiveness (CA) and innovativeness (IN) with CS. In order to verify the research hypotheses, a survey was conducted on a group of 200 small and medium-sized enterprises in 2022. A managerial approach was used in the study. The respondents used a 5-point Likert scale for the assessment of their attitudes and opinions. The relationships have been examined using structural equation modeling. The findings reveal that the type of enterprise moderates the relation between perceived organizational support and corporate sustainability, and innovativeness mediate this relation.
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1. Introduction


The concept of sustainable development emerged almost half a century ago in response to global challenges related to resources and the natural environment. The Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 was an event at which it was clearly acknowledged that human activity is damaging the environment and threatening civilization. Subsequently, sustainable development has become a priority for the member states of the United Nations, which adopted the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015 to reduce poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity by 2030 [1].



The business environment has become volatile and complex in recent years as a result of emerging phenomena such as the COVID-19 pandemic, problems in international trade as a result of disruptions in the global supply chain, and geopolitical conflicts. Corporate sustainability (CS) is one of organizations’ responses to the new challenges of the turbulent external environment [2]. Currently, sustainable activities are undertaken on a large scale, both by individuals, organizations, societies, and entire economies. Organizations have realized that focusing on short-term profits is an unsatisfactory strategy, and success can be ensured by creating a long-term, sustainable strategy that will guarantee the sustainability of financial, social, and environmental results [3]. In addition, the triple-end line theory, which refers to the implementation of the concept of sustainable development in economic entities, emphasizes the advantages of enterprises taking action for society and the environment, which also translates into economic results. Using this perspective, environmental, social, and economic goals, previously analyzed separately as potential competitive factors, have now evolved to coexist within the concept of sustainable development [1].



Effective leadership is one of the key contributors to organizational effectiveness, and organizations that want to prosper in today’s continuously evolving business environment cannot rely on traditional management philosophies. Leaders have to deal with the uncertainty or high volatility of the socio-economic environment on a daily basis. These uncertainties stem from the fact that, once viewed as three separate entities (society, environment, and economy), they are now deeply interconnected, yet characterized by opposing and multiple tensions. This imbalance results in growing social pressure and an attempt to level it on the basis of systemic regulations. In such a situation, successful leaders must respond to these coexisting, multidimensional, and yet contradictory expectations through a holistic, systemic perspective [4].



CS is a complex phenomenon, and its implementation in the organization, the scale of occurrence or the impact on corporate performance is determined by many organizational variables in a direct and indirect way. The number of analyzed variables in relation to CS is huge, as well as the detail of approaches within individual analyzes of correlation relationships. The link of some variables is relatively well and comprehensively presented and treated as up-to-date in the period of socio-economic turbulence in recent years, e.g., digital transformation [2], knowledge management practices [3,5], strategic approach and management [6,7] or organizational culture [8]. The rapid development of organizational knowledge, however, still shows many research gaps and areas to be explored, verified or deepened; this is true even of previously explored relationships. Considering the complexity of CS determinants, a research gap was diagnosed due insufficient identification of the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation in its individual dimensions and CS in relation to the small and medium-sized enterprise sector. In this configuration, it was decided to also examine organizational support as an antecedent of CS not included in organizational entrepreneurship in previous research. Although entrepreneurial variables and perceived organizational support (POS) were analyzed separately in relation to CS, to a lesser extent, one can talk about their integrated analysis, additionally taking into account the specificity of small business. So far, research on POS has referred only to selected aspects such as support within organizations for empowering employee sustainability [9] or building sustainable organizational performance [10]. In turn, organizational entrepreneurship is combined with CS either as a one-dimensional construct [11,12,13], or separately selected dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation are analyzed in the context of sustainability [14,15,16].



The existence of a research gap related to insufficient and incomplete analysis of variables determining CS prompted the authors to conduct an in-depth review of the literature and then conduct surveys in small and medium-sized enterprises. The main research goal was therefore to identify and evaluate the mechanisms linking perceived organizational support and autonomy, risk taking, competitive aggressiveness, and innovativeness with CS.



The novelty of our study is the clarification of the impact of entrepreneurial orientation dimensions and perceived organizational support on CS, while confirming the impact of the size of the company on the examined factors. In this regard, we consider it important to fill the gap in the existing literature on the subject by finding and assessing the direct and mediating links with the dependent variable. This paper makes a number of contributions. Firstly, this paper discusses the dependence of CS on a number of organizational variables, which is confirmed by network visualization based on bibliographic analysis. Secondly, a unique set of variables was used to build a research model for CS. Finally, the obtained results will be used and will deepen the developed approach in further applied research on corporate entrepreneurship, and will then be used to develop management tools to strengthen the implementation of sustainable development principles in organizations. The results of these studies can therefore be used by business practitioners to improve business processes at both operational and strategic levels.



We organize this paper as follows. Following the introduction in Section 1, we provide a literature review and hypothesis development in Section 2. Section 3 discusses the research methodology, sample selection, and variables’ measurement and validation. Section 4 reports and discusses the empirical results. In Section 5 and Section 6, we conclude and point out the limitations of our research together with future research directions.




2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses Development


2.1. Corporate Sustainability


Nowadays, one of the key objectives for organization is sustainable development, but there are many challenges of its implementation for contemporary managers as well. This is because despite the abundance of corporate sustainability (CS) theories, there is not a single all-encompassing strategy that management professionals might use to establish the success of their firms [17]. Researchers and professionals working on various elements of sustainable development employ a number of CS ideas; however, these theories do not offer systemic solutions. Stakeholder theory [18], institutional theory [19], stewardship theory [20], and legitimacy theory [21] are a few examples that might be mentioned in this context. In the sustainable performance management area, the triple bottom line theory is among the most widely recognized theories [22]. Although efforts have been made to combine the existing theoretical advancements in order to develop a comprehensive theory of CS [4], assuming that the sustainable organizational culture of sustainable development, including the vision and values of sustainable development, makes employees more emotionally involved in the implementation of this vision; therefore, it should only be viewed as a step in that direction.



CS represents an organization’s approach that seeks to integrate social and environmental considerations into business operations and stakeholder interactions. These activities therefore go beyond the basic purpose of economic activity, which is to generate profits for shareholders [23]. Today, stakeholders are demanding that companies raise awareness while performing their corporate responsibilities, including dealing with global warming and human rights issues [24].



CS focuses on meeting the needs of the organization’s current stakeholders while maintaining the ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders. To ensure CS, companies need to extend their economic responsibilities to include environmental, social, and governance responsibilities [25].



In order for CS to develop in an organization, it is necessary to involve human resources in the process of its implementation, taking into account all levels of the organizational structure. This indicates the need for increased attention to sustainable human resource management, which can directly support the company’s sustainable development strategy if it promotes the fair treatment and well-being of employees and supports pro-ecological practices within the organization, etc. [26].



Although CS is seen as appropriate across all types of organizations and economic sectors, there are many obstacles to its implementation. Very often, the human factor is emphasized as the most important barrier; this refers to the resistance of employees to adopting sustainable practices. The lack of clear rules within the organization and different perceptions of the subject by members of the organization are other barriers to developing CS [27]. The selection of appropriate economic, environmental and social indicators to measure sustainability also becomes problematic, bearing in mind that sustainable development cannot be an optional input, but something present in the company’s culture [28].



In order to strengthen and disseminate a culture of sustainable development in an organization, it is not enough to promote a broad and sustainable philosophy. Comprehensive actions are suggested, such as creating a separate managerial position responsible for implementing CS, generating investments in sustainability training for members of the organization, or improving internal processes [27]. Particularly important here is the role of responsible managers who can assist in translating the new theoretical framework into practical knowledge, i.e., they can identify new ways of doing things that can lead them to develop and implement more innovative and effective, but socially responsible, sustainable business practices [29].




2.2. Autonomy


Autonomy (AU) refers to the sense of will of an individual who becomes co-responsible for their actions. AU is perceived as one of the basic human psychological needs, and a large range of research indicates its importance for various indicators of well-being [30]. Autonomy is the degree to which employees can decide for themselves how their tasks are to be performed, including control over time and methods. The impact of AU on work performance is justified by the fact that AU and the associated greater role flexibility lead to a greater perception of responsibility for work performance, encouraging employees to take greater responsibility for intra-organizational activities [31]. AU provides space for employees’ self-determination as they can choose alternative ways to manage tasks and experience ownership, thus more directly influencing outcomes [32].



AU is commonly associated with a business strategy that highly values and incorporates an entrepreneurial orientation. AU was introduced into the theory of entrepreneurial orientation by Dess and Lumpkin [33], who defined AU as the independent action of an individual or team to develop a business concept or vision and implement it to completion and control. Currently, AU is considered one of the basic determinants of entrepreneurship as it emphasizes the emancipatory side of entrepreneurship; it is visible, for example, in the slogan “be your own boss”. AU is one of the most frequently mentioned and the most important reasons for starting a company. The need for AU refers to a strong sense of will and support for one’s actions. People want to experience the possibility of choice within their behavior and be the initiators of their own actions [34].



Work AU is not about passively allowing employees to be independent, or to work without guidance or supervision, or to work in isolation without cooperation within the organization. Giving AU to the members of an organization is nothing more than giving them the freedom to perform their duties in the way that is most conducive to achieving excellent results [35]. Promoting AU is conducive to exercising self-control, managing one’s own work and relations with the environment through organizational support instead of direct control [36]. Increasing AU in the workplace generates mutually beneficial results that benefit both employers and employees [37].



However, the impact of AU on an organization can potentially be of a different nature. A positive impact of AU on the organization may be an increase in the sense of responsibility, identification with the problems faced by the organization, and the efficiency of employees, their innovation and flexibility. The negative effects of AU include greater pressure exerted on members of a given organization and stress caused by taking autonomous actions [38]. It is therefore necessary to diagnose the causes of both positive and negative impacts in order to optimize the scope and impact of AU.




2.3. Risk Taking


Risk taking (RT) has long been considered an integral part of entrepreneurship. Risk is the subjective probability of a system failure, possible loss, or any unfavorable natural occurrence of an unfortunate event when engaging in a business or work experience [39]. In many scientific works, the definition of risk refers to such common characteristics as occurrence of risk as an event, risk as consequences, risk as a potential threat, and risk as a deviation from the planned goal [40].



RT refers to an enterprise’s ability to function in the face of uncertainty in investment or business activities. However, a company’s propensity to take risks must be kept under control. Excessive, uncontrolled RT can make enterprises impulsive and aggressive, resulting in poor operational and managerial capacity [41].



RT can be defined as engaging in activities that consider the likelihood of potential desirable and undesirable outcomes. This ability can be considered both at the level of the organization and at the level of organizational levels. As part of the analysis of the concept of risk-taking by members of the organization, aspects related to risk-taking are examined, such as risk perception, preferences or attitudes towards risk, and actual risk behavior in terms of decision-making and behavior under uncertainty [42].



Research in the field of intrapreneurship indicates that entrepreneurial individuals (mid-level managers, group leaders, and employees) engage in situations characterized by the risk of potential losses. Entrepreneurial employees (intra-entrepreneurs) play an important role in initiating new ventures, often in the face of opposition from employers [43]. Actions such as undertaking organizational activities or ventures, striving to exploit opportunities that go beyond currently controlled resources, questioning the current status quo, etc. are emphasized here. These risky activities undertaken on behalf of and for the organization are a typical manifestation of an internal entrepreneurial orientation. The risk arises in a situation in which the entrepreneur knows the set of possible solutions and knows the degree of probability of various results of his actions, both positive and unfavorable; this allows him to make informed business decisions. It should be noted that people are less willing to undertake risky activities if they function in a favorable environment, while they tend to seek risky activities when they are forced to function in unfavorable conditions [44]. Therefore, it can be expected that managers in the face of a threat will look for risky solutions, but they will be less willing to take such risks in the case of emerging opportunities.




2.4. Competitive Aggressiveness


Competitive aggressiveness is the company’s reaction to market changes and the need to react quickly to them. It shows the commitment of a company that fights to outperform its main competitors. In addition, it involves actively taking strong and brutal competitive actions to gain access to the market or strengthen its market presence. CA is a construct at the strategic level relating to the entire competitive environment; it attempts to distinguish between competitors that bypass competitive pressure and those that dynamically implement marketing activities for their own companies [39]. CA refers to behaviors consisting of dynamic experimentation and the implementation of a research and development policy that ensure the maintenance of a continuous supply of new products or services provided by the company to the market [45].



CA is the intensity of the company’s efforts to compete based on assertive behavior. Entrepreneurial literature points out that while proactivity describes a company’s initiatives to influence trends and create demand, CA mainly refers to the way companies relate to their competitors. Thus, if proactivity is about finding ways to meet demand, CA focuses on competing for demand that will improve the firm’s performance [46].



Competitively aggressive companies are those that are constantly watching the actions of their competitors and initiating a series of competitive responses. These companies invest heavily in activities such as product launches, marketing campaigns, and price competition. The more competitively aggressive a company is, the more and faster it will take competitive action compared to its direct rivals [47].



However, some scholars have pointed out that greater aggressiveness is not always beneficial for a company that can damage its reputation and lose goodwill by being too aggressive; therefore, CA is a strategy best used in a moderate environment [48].



The impact of CA on the organization’s performance has been repeatedly analyzed, confirming that the more total activities a company performs at a higher average speed (aggressiveness), the better its profitability and market share, and thus the better its chances of business success. Thus, by engaging in constant competition with competitors, the company expects the result of the adopted competitive strategies to be a higher level of performance [49]. Enterprises are actively looking for significant opportunities to improve their market share, and CA is a key factor determining the business performance of the company.




2.5. Perceived Organizational Support


Perceived organizational support (POS) reflects a subjective assessment of the degree to which the organization values and cares about its employees’ well-being [50]. Employees, by developing relationships with their superiors, also develop subjective beliefs about the scope of support they receive from employers [51]. POS refers to the idea that employees feel the organization cares for their interests, and recognizes their values [52]. It is commonly indicated that the quality of POS that an organization provides its members in stressful situations mitigates the negative effects of negative experiences [53]. It is reasonable to believe that strong POS will make change more feasible because employees are more supportive of change as interdependent with the benefits of the organization [54].



Following the traditional approach of Eisenberger et al. [55], POS is defined as “employees’ beliefs about the extent to which the organization values their contributions and cares about their welfare.” POS was treated as one dimension that includes various forms of support. The development of the concept of POS has diversified the approaches of researchers. Some of them departed from the unidimensional concept proposed by Eisenberger et al. [55], considering that it only considered intimacy and respect, ignoring instrumental support. The answer was, for example, the functional model of social support proposed by McMillan [56], which includes both socio-emotional support and instrumental support (information, material, and personal support) [57].



It is emphasized that POS should be distinguished from the concept of a psychological contract between the employee and his workplace, which refers to the arrangements of working conditions; POS refers to the subjective assessment of how the employee is treated by managers [58]. Generally, organizations are able to motivate their employees with two types of rewards: intrinsic and extrinsic. Extrinsic reward includes elements such as salary and promotion opportunities, while intrinsic reward is related to the job role itself. However, it should be emphasized that both types of rewards affect POS [59].



POS becomes particularly important in the era of more and more frequent crises of various origins. In the face of a crisis, an organization can support its employees in overcoming any challenge or threat by being a key resource in dealing with a demanding work environment and protecting them from work-related stress [60]. Employees who are convinced that the organization supports them in the proper way generate emotional attachment to the organization and engage to a greater extent in activities to achieve organizational goals [61].




2.6. Organizational Innovativeness


Innovation has become crucial for the survival and success of enterprises in a rapidly changing business environment with characteristics such as increasing globalization and technological advancement [62]. Within a company, innovation is the response to changes in customer demand, competitiveness, and technological progress [63].



In the traditional approach, Lumpkin and Dess [47] described that innovativeness tends to experiment, promote new ideas, and deviate from existing practices in the organization. It is the result of a combination of innovative behavior and strategic orientation supported by organizational knowledge. Currently, it is suggested that the innovativeness of the company is one of the sources of above-average results and competitive advantage [64].



Innovation in a company as a result of the activities of R&D departments and organizational innovation, represented by innovative behaviors, attitudes, and the activities of individual members of the organization, should be clearly distinguished. A significant number of radical innovative achievements, e.g., registered patents, does not mean that the company is innovative at the organizational level.



To ensure innovation across the organization, the leaders should create an organizational space in which employees will be encouraged to undertake innovative practices and will contribute to the generation of new ideas [65]. Such a climate for innovation supports the creativity and innovative behavior of employees, as well as efforts to create and implement new ideas within the company [66]. It is no less important to support employees’ propensity for innovativeness. The organizational propensity to innovativeness consists of the organization’s ability to accept various ideas, and adopt an organizational atmosphere open to innovation and encourage creative thinking of employees [64].



Individual innovative behavior refers to the activities of individuals in the work environment, as a result of which, through a specific effort, the processes of generating, promoting, and implementing innovative ideas are visible [67]. It is important, from the management point of view, to appreciate not only the result of innovative activities, but also the efforts of individuals, which encourages being creative and willing to take risks for innovation [68]. Thus, the quality of innovative behavior depends on two elements: making significant innovation resources available and encouraging innovation activities [69].



To ensure the right level of innovation, entrepreneurs cannot now rely solely on individuals, but must rely on teams, as the implementation of innovations becomes more and more complex and often exceeds the capabilities of a single person. Providing a company with innovation requires the collective effort of many members of the organization working in teams on a common project. It is important that the innovation team is composed of individuals with complementary skills and ensures knowledge sharing, mutual support, and trust [62]. If employees have the opportunity to cooperate in the organization, they more often present innovative behavior and creativity. Effective communication that solves problems based on available knowledge and information is also a factor that builds the innovativeness of organization members [70].




2.7. Hypotheses Development


Work AU is a construct that determines a number of employee behaviors in the organization. Above all, greater AU at work offers the opportunity to give employees more time, energy, and flexibility to engage in specific activities, resulting in increased enthusiasm for good work attitudes and increased work performance [71]. Such support means that the autonomous behavior of individuals encourages them to engage in proactive behavior for the environment [72], thus indirectly building CS.



Previous research further suggests that environmental leadership behaviors targeting environmental-specific outcomes are indirectly dependent on psychological motivations such as perceived self-efficacy and psychological satisfaction [73]. If AU improves the psychological motivation of employees, it can be assumed that it will also support the sustainable goals of the organization. In another research approach, it is indicated that promoting employee self-development based on work AU generally promotes the sustainable development of the organization, and the employees themselves are a valuable resource that promotes the sustainable development of the organization [14].



The relationship between supporting AU and achieving goals in relation to pro-environmental behavior is a topic that has emerged in research to date. It turns out that just wording messages in a way that supports AU can have a significant impact on whether a person achieves and persists in their environmental goals [74].



Analyzing the literature on sustainable organizations, there are also links between corporate social responsibility and workplace AU that will strengthen the innovative behavior of employees. When we are dealing with a socially responsible organization that implements appropriate strategies, employees feel that they will be treated fairly and with respect. A socially responsible organization creates an appropriate working environment that encourages employees to come up with innovative ideas and strengthen the sustainable development of the company [75].



It can therefore be assumed that the AU of work affects the building of good practices and attitudes among employees, which certainly include actions for sustainable development. This allows the formulation of the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Autonomy has a positive significant effect on corporate sustainability.





When considering taking risks, members of the organization assess the likelihood of incurring the costs and benefits of future decisions. In the psychological literature, it is emphasized that risk-taking refers to the complexity of decision-making because it includes risky attitudes and behaviors that result from individual characteristics and the social environment [76].



Taking risks that increase added value and maintain sustainability is a difficult task, but it is an essential and integral part of corporate decision-making. Studies in Germany and the US indicate a decline in sustainability in companies in which the level of risk-taking increased. This is explained by the fact that with higher risk, the company’s resources are reallocated from areas that bring benefits to stakeholders, especially employees and the general public, to areas that bring direct economic income to shareholders [15]. From another perspective, Banerjee and Gupta [77] suggest that sustainable practices increase risk-taking by enterprises, and this applies mainly to environmentally sustainable practices.



The sustainability of companies has sometimes been associated with a company’s longevity. In this combination, conservative behavior, usually moderate risk aversion, is indicated to play a role in the longevity of the enterprise, in addition to a strong sense of identity [78]. There are also links between CSR and RT in the literature. CSR is a form of insurance against negative events that functions by generating reputational and moral capital; therefore, promoting willingness to take risks should be negatively correlated with CSR [79].



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Risk-taking has a negative significant effect on corporate sustainability.





There is a need for companies to better understand the relationship between sustainability performance and business competitiveness so that companies can diagnose their current market position, optimize their resource allocation for sustainability, and integrate sustainability into strategic planning to achieve long-term competitiveness [80]. Noting the impact of sustainability on the competitive position of an organization has led to an increase in the interest of scientists focused on the concept of sustainable competitiveness, which was to be a response to not only economic, but also social and ecological needs. Despite the fact that the competitive position of the organization remained crucial for its success and development in the long term, it was recognized that the goals of sustainable development make it necessary to take environmental and social aspects into account in competitive activities [81].



The traditional competitiveness of an organization is associated with obtaining purely economic competitive advantages, while sustainable competitiveness complements these goals by generating social welfare without endangering the environment or building corporate social responsibility. Achieving competitive advantages in the modern business environment is practically impossible without appreciating the importance of the environmental and social components of the organization’s activities, which reflect the requirements of modern society. Organizations driven solely by economic motives increasingly lose potential opportunities as a result of, for example, the lack of support from stakeholders who accept the values resulting from sustainable development and promote ethical business activities [82,83]. However, it remains to be seen how aggressive competitive actions can be while still being positively associated with CS. We therefore propose the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Competitive aggressiveness has a positive significant effect on corporate sustainability.





Our assumption is that POS can reinforce attitudes and behaviors among employees that are expected by organizations. The same applies to behaviors for sustainability or corporate social responsibility. POS can improve the performance of the organization because positive feelings about the organization and loyalty can positively influence the employees’ commitment to the organization trying to implement and introduce organizational innovations and sustainable development [84].



Organizational treatment and support guide employees to adjust their behavior accordingly and enable organizations to achieve their goals. Activities in the field of corporate social responsibility addressed to employees will also lead to a strengthening of the sense of being supported by their organization [10]. In turn, POS will reinforce the expected sustainable behavior.



The POS theory is now increasingly focused on the area of environment and sustainable development. As POS is a quite broad concept, the more specific idea of green POS has been introduced in recent studies to highlight the social and political bases of sustainability. As POS implies confirmation of many different contributions, green POS is strongly associated with activities for the sustainable development of the organization [85].



POS can focus on a specific type of organizational support for employees, specifying how much the organization values their contributions to environmental activities and initiatives [9]. Green POS is of growing scientific interest given its impact on both green employee behavior [86] and non-green positive outcomes [87]. When employees believe that their companies appreciate their contribution to environmental protection, it develops a high-quality relationship that encourages commitment to in-role and extra-role sustainable behaviors [87]. According to the social exchange theory, when members of an organization feel supported in their ecological and sustainable activities, they will continue and develop them, as well as undertake initiatives and voluntary environmental practices [88].



With a significant structuring of the organizational environment, individuals may feel insecure in making discretionary decisions regarding sustainability, not knowing whether these behaviors are appreciated by the organization. This demonstrates the importance of POS as guidance in making sustainability decisions. It can be assumed that the more employees believe that their organization supports sustainable behavior, the more likely they are to work towards sustainability [9].



Management solutions and relations between individual aspects of a company’s functioning are not uniform for all types of companies. Diametrical differences are visible, especially depending on the size of the enterprise.



In general, business literature is based on solutions and examples of good practice that come from large enterprises and corporations. Such solutions are not always suitable for SMEs whose owners or managers do not have the same high level of professional education in management as those of corporations. It can be argued that the management process in a smaller organization is unique and completely different from the management process in larger organizations [89].



SMEs are thought to lag behind larger corporations in the adoption of green practices [12]. Studies point to such shortcomings in SMEs, which often do not analyze or ignore their environmental impact. SMEs also overlook the fact that sustainable development is currently one of the elements of building a competitive advantage. It is also often pointed out that SMEs are not able to fully use the available tools supporting the sustainable development of organizations, both those of a regulatory nature and direct financial subsidies for sustainable initiatives. This is due to insufficient resources, but also to the knowledge needed to identify and obtain public support [90]. In this case, the role of perceived organizational support seems to be even more important than in the case of large enterprises.



Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Organizational support has a positive significant effect on corporate sustainability.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

The types of an enterprise has significant moderation (interaction) effect, along with the perceived organizational support, on corporate sustainability.





The assumption about the mediating role of innovation in relation to the relationship between POS and CS results from the fact that in previous studies these factors were often discussed as correlating.



On the one hand, previous studies have highlighted that individual direct POS, management support for idea development, and tolerance for RT have all been shown to have a positive impact on innovation [91]. Employees need a strong POS from their leaders to display innovative behaviors at work. The need for, among other factors, work AU, availability of resources, space for exchanging ideas, and the possibility of expressing flexibility in actions or taking risks is indicated here [92]. POS causes subordinates to initiate awareness and behaviors of active innovation in order to achieve mutual advantages and symbiosis with the organization [93]. Altunoğlu and Gürel [94] argue that organizational conditions influence creative performance by influencing employees’ intrinsic motivation, driving employees’ behavior towards innovative activities.



The provision of the necessary resources and support from superiors are essential for an organization to innovate. Organizational support reduces the negative effects of employees’ perceptions of innovation-related risks. A supportive culture and atmosphere not only encourage the innovative behavior of employees but also contribute to the creation of an organizational atmosphere of trust and cooperation [52] and generate the social effects of sustainable business.



On the other hand, emphasizing the importance of sustainable development for modern society and economy, enterprises try to combine the concept of sustainability with their innovation activities, implementing a sustainable combination of economic, social, and environmental practices [95]. Companies apply the perspective of combining innovation with the environmental, social, and economic elements of sustainable development, assuming that this helps them achieve a competitive advantage [96]. Sustainability-driven innovation can help companies adopt sustainable practices by innovating products, processes, and organizational initiatives to meet the Sustainable Development Goals [97].



As indicated by earlier research [98,99], the economic goal is crucial for every free market enterprise, hence the social and environmental goals of development activities, including innovative ones, are often treated as secondary. Meanwhile, more and more research emphasizes that innovative business practices and products should not only be profit-oriented, but should also take environmental priorities into account and ensure social well-being [100]. In particular, the importance of innovations to promote energy-efficient production, cleaner technologies, and customized products of an eco-friendly nature are emphasized [101].



Thus, as indicated by Ambrose and Schminke [102], corporate innovation can influence the association between POS and sustainable organizational performance. As such, we can define the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Innovativeness has a full mediation effect on the relationship between perceived organization support and corporate sustainability.





Based on our hypotheses and on previous studies, this study has analyzed the research model presented in Figure 1.





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Sampling and Data Collection


For the purpose of measuring the entrepreneurs’ attitudes to the implementation of sustainable development in businesses, the questionnaire survey was prepared and carried out in 2022 in Poland. A random selection of companies were selected from the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises. The survey has an online form and was disseminated by a professional market research agency to ensure the representativeness of the study. The research was preceded by a seed study to verify and improve the research tool. The final research sample covered 200 manufacturing companies. The boundary conditions for the surveyed companies were their belonging to the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises, and Poland as a research area. The justification for the geographical context of the research was the assumption that Poland belongs to countries that are not leaders in terms of sustainable development and SDGs. According to the European Sustainable Development Report 2022 [103], Poland is outside the top ten leaders, which indicates the need to intensify the sustainable approach and analyze backward areas in sustainable development at the micro and macro level.



A managerial approach was used in the study. The respondents were entrepreneurs or senior managers. The aim of this approach was to systematize the potential results that could be distorted when using a mixed employee–manager approach. The structure of the research sample is presented in Table 1.



As Table 1 shows, the surveyed enterprises were classified in terms of employment, period of activity on the market, scope of activity, and ownership relationships. The dominant type of enterprise in the study is a mature, non-family company operating regionally or nationally.




3.2. Measures


The survey questionnaire was built as a series of four questions relating to individual variables. The questions were diagnosed and taken from previous research during the literature review (Table 2).



A rank scale of ratings was used to survey the respondents’ opinions on the organization and management of the enterprise. Rating scales are commonly used in the social sciences, along with the assessment of attitudes. One of the most common rank measurement scales is the Likert scale. The Likert scale requires the respondent to answer a series of statements, indicating to what extent they agree or disagree with a given statement [107]. A 5-point Likert scale was used in present study.



This study used partial least-squares (PLS-SEM), a non-parametric approach to structural equation modelling, to analyze the hypotheses between the entrepreneurial variables, POS and CS. The PLS-SEM path analysis has no restrictions over the sample size and has the ability to handle asymmetric data in comparison to other SEM methods of LISEREL and AMOS, which require normal data [108,109]. The PLS-SEM is also robust to both formative and reflective signs, unlike other SEM approaches [110]. The results of PLS-SEM have been computed in two stages; the first is to compute and verify the assumptions using convergent validity and reliability (measurement model analysis), and the second is to analyze the relationships (structural path analysis).




3.3. Convergent Validity and Reliability


The convergent validity and reliability of the model have been assessed on the basis of factor loadings, Cronbach’s Alpha, composite reliability, and AVE estimations (see Table 3 and Table 4). Table 2 shows the results of factor loading and the significance levels. The results indicate that all items have factor loadings greater than 0.7 and are significant at 1% level (p < 0.01). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of all constructs are more than 0.8, which indicates a significant consistency in the indicators of the latent variables [111]. To demonstrate the convergent validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct has been computed. All constructs’ AVEs were found to be greater than the minimal estimate of 0.50 recommended by [112], providing evidence for convergent validity (see Table 3).



Table 5 and Table 6 demonstrate the discriminant validity with a correlation matrix that presents the AVE of each latent variable at the diagonal and the squared correlations at the non-diagonal positions of the matrix. All constructs confirm the discriminant validity, and the AVE was higher than the squared correlation [111,112]. The results have also been confirmed with the second measure of discriminant validity, the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlation. The HTMT matrix has been able to provide higher specificity and sensitivity in comparison to other measures of discriminant validity such as the Fornell–Lacker criterion [113]. A threshold of 0.9 has been proposed by several authors [113,114,115]. If the HTMT value is less than this threshold, discriminant validity is confirmed (see Table 5).





4. Results and Discussion


In order to verify the research hypotheses and refer to the constructed conceptual research model, structural equation modeling as a statistical research method was explored. First, the path analysis was carried out, and the results are presented in Table 7.



Table 7 shows the slope coefficients, t-statistics, and significance values of the different relationships between entrepreneurial variables and CS. The result supports Hypothesis 1, which confirms a positive and significant impact of AU on CS. The results show that the slope coefficient of AU over CS equals 0.295 and is significant at the 5% level. Thus, H1 is supported and confirms the presence of sufficient evidence for the positive and significant impact of AU over CS. The impact of RT on CS is found to be negative, but results do not indicate that it is significant (β = −0.149, p > 0.05), thus H2 is not supported. The relation between CA and CS was found to be positive, but the results indicate no significance (β = 0.106, p > 0.05), thus H3 is not supported. The results of the data analysis support H5, which shows the significant moderating (interaction) effect of types of enterprises of the POS for CS (β = 0.208, p < 0.05). The moderating effect of the type of enterprise, especially its size, finds much confirmation in the literature. Differences are visible, especially in the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises, which show many specific organizational and management features in relation to large companies. In particular, the differentiated impact of specific organizational variables such as innovativeness or support on business performance is indicated [116,117]. The role of firm size in sustainable performance improvement is also highlighted [118,119].



The results show the insignificant direct effect (β = 0.029, p > 0.05) and the significant indirect effect (mediation) (β = 0.208, p < 0.05) of IN between POS and CS, which supports H6 of the study but does not support H4 of the research. A similar approach was visible in previous research. Ramus [120] identified that improving environmental performance requires staff readiness for eco-innovation. In order to develop such an employee attitude, managerial support must be provided in a consistent manner and at a sufficiently high level. Another study that confirms that POS toward the environment positively (but indirectly) affects contribution is the combined approach to the examined organizational variables, which verifies the impact on the CS of small and medium-sized enterprises. Our study includes several previous partial studies; however, these did not show the simultaneous presentation of the examined relationships in a combined approach [121].



Figure 2 graphically shows the empirical verification of the conceptual research model.



Table 8 provides an analysis of effect size f-square and blindfolding Q-square. The f-square computes the effectiveness of the construct with the change in value of R-square when an exogenous variable is removed from the structural model. Cohen [122] suggested that large effects exist for the construct of the f-square ≥ 0.35. The results show the value of the f-square of CS with the change in the value of the R-square by removing IN (exogenous variables) is much higher than 0.35, as suggested by Cohen, 1988. Hence, it can be concluded that IN has a large effect on CS.



The blindfolding Q-square determines the predictive relevance of innovativeness and sustainability, which are endogenous constructs. The Q-square value above zero indicates that the model has predictive relevance. The results show that the Q-square of both IN and CS is higher than zero, which shows the model has predictive relevance for both of these endogenous variables.



Next, the importance–performance matrix analysis was prepared. The importance-performance matrix analysis (IPMA) allows the identification and prioritization of constructs to better predict the target constructs [123]. The analysis is based on standardized regression coefficients (importance) and also represents the performance index of the predictand variable in a range from 0 to 100 [124]. Table 9 shows the results of IPMA in descending order of the index value (performance) of each exogenous construct, along with its effect on CS, the endogenous variable.



The findings show the total effect of IN on CS (0.268), along with the performance index (70.146), which is consistent in comparison to other constructs. POS has shown good performance while the importance is lower than IN. AU is important for sustainability, though its performance is lower than its innovativeness. As a contribution to previous research, these results explain better the importance and performance of the impact of IN over CS.



Table 10 provides the fit parameters of the research model. The value of SRMR 0.06, which measures the difference between the observed correlation and the model’s implied correlation matrix, is within a valid limit of less than 0.10 [124]. The fit parameter, the squared Euclidean distance (d_ULS) and the geodesic distance (d_G), which compute the discrepancy, are within the confidence limits and support the model fit [125]. The value of NFI closer to 1 is assumed to be a better fit and therefore more acceptable [126].




5. Conclusions


The number of scientific publications on sustainable development has been steadily growing in recent years, thus emphasizing the importance of this topic, but also the existence of numerous research gaps. Although the concept of CS is already firmly established, its multifaceted nature and connections with other areas of enterprise management create the need to deepen the existing research in various types of organizations.



In order to develop our understanding of CS, we hypothesized around the dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation (AU, RT, CA and IN) and organizational support that we found to be determinants of CS. We have indicated how these variables occur or co-occur in scientific studies published in the international literature. We adapted the research methodology to the resulting assumptions and conclusions to ensure the consistency and clarity of the research process.



Despite the significant theoretical basis, not all hypotheses could be verified due to the statistical insignificance of the tested compounds. On the other hand, the confirmation of the moderating effect of the size of the enterprise and the mediating effect of innovation on the relationship between POS and CS should be considered a valuable research achievement.



The paper has valuable theoretical and practical implications. In the theoretical area, it systematizes knowledge from the researched area, pointing to previous research in the field of CS. It also indicates research trends presented in the literature, which may be a signpost for future research on the antecedents of CS. In terms of practical implications, the research can be useful for managers of manufacturing enterprises, identifying factors that strengthen the implementation of the principles of sustainable development of the organization and also asserting that managerial support must be adapted to the size of the enterprise.




6. Limitations and Future Research


This study is not without limitations. First, respondents were asked to rate all questionnaire items subjectively on a 5-point Likert scale to assess all elements of the research. These assessments could be burdened with personal bias and judgment error. Another limitation is looking at all the examined dependencies at once, which requires the assumption that the recommendations apply only when the analyzed elements will function in a similar situation, i.e., in an unchanging external environment. The study is also national in nature; it was conducted in one country, and may only take into account the specifics of doing business in that country, without being duplicated in other regions. The study covered only small and medium-sized enterprises, excluding corporations, but also microenterprises, which are the dominant group of enterprises in every highly developed country. Finally, it should be noted that the research period is very specific. Disruptions in the world’s economies caused by the COVID-19 pandemic meant that the study conducted in 2022 may cause the results to differ significantly from “typical” intra-organizational behavior. Similarly, attitudes towards sustainable development may also be unusual due to the energy crisis caused by the conflict in Ukraine that started before the study.



Future research may further explore what other mediating/moderating variables may influence the building of CS. To identify such variables, future research could extend the methodology by collecting data using a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods. Such an approach would provide a better basis for drawing objective conclusions about CS and its antecedents. Qualitative research in the form of an interview would be aimed at identifying and creating a ranking of organizational factors that strengthen the sustainable development of the organization. Such an approach would make it possible to identify specific conditions for a given period, e.g., the conditions of the energy crisis.



Future research can also be replicated in companies of different sizes (micro, large), and it can be extended to countries with different levels of social-economic development, which would present the opportunity for a comparative analysis. A valuable research direction could be created by focusing research on specific industry sectors, which would have significant practical implications for managers from specific industries, providing knowledge and practical tips in the area of implementing the principles of sustainable development. Finally, for comparison, an employee approach could be used instead of a managerial approach; this would present the opportunity to gain a different perspective on the discussed phenomena and attitudes. Optionally, the study could include the views of all stakeholders, generating a comprehensive view of the topic.



For further scientific development, we also consider including in future research processes an assessment of the maturity level of sustainable development implementation within organizations. In this case, the methodology is based on the models of sustainability maturity existing in the literature, for example, those presented by Plasencia Soler et al. [127]. Our methodological approach will assume a comprehensive assessment of the key elements of sustainable development in internal processes, i.e., a number of social, environmental, and economic aspects, in order to identify the level of implementation of sustainability aspects from non-existence to full inclusion in the organizational culture.



To sum up, the complexity and multi-aspect nature of CS justifies constant and detailed research of both the phenomenon itself and its determinants.
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Figure 1. The conceptual research model. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual model verification. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of surveyed companies.
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Category

	
Classification

	
Frequency

(n = 200)

	
Percentage (%)






	
Enterprise Age

	
Up to 5 year

	
62

	
31.0




	
Over 5 years

	
138

	
69.0




	
Number of Employees

	
Small

	
104

	
52.0




	
Medium-sized

	
96

	
48.0




	
Geographic Scope

	
Local

	
33

	
16.5




	
Regional

	
48

	
24.0




	
National

	
79

	
39.5




	
International

	
40

	
20.0




	
Ownership Form

	
Family

	
51

	
25.5




	

	
Non-family

	
149

	
74.5
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Table 2. Independent variable construction.






Table 2. Independent variable construction.





	
Independent Variables

	

	
Survey Questions

	
Based on






	
Autonomy

	
AU1

	
Our company supports and rewards the efforts of its employees to act independently.

	
Dess and Lumpkin [33];

Hughes and Morgan [104];

Lumpkin and Dess [105]

Covin and Slevin [106]




	
AU2

	
Employees can independently initiate and modify the way they perform tasks for the company.




	
AU3

	
Our company adjusts the organizational structure to stimulate the autonomous activities of individuals and teams.




	
AU4

	
Employees are encouraged to make their own decisions regarding activities that they consider to be in line with the company’s interests and to take responsibility for their implementation.




	
AU5

	
Knowledge resources in the organization are made available to employees to the extent that they allow them to undertake appropriate autonomous initiatives and actions.




	
Competitive

Aggressiveness

	
CA1

	
Our company takes a bold and aggressive approach to competition.

	
Dess and Lumpkin [33];

Hughes and Morgan [104];

Lumpkin and Dess [105]

Covin and Slevin [106]




	
CA2

	
In our company, employees are constantly looking for ways to beat the competition.




	
CA3

	
The organizational structures of our company enable a quick reaction to the aggressive actions of the competition.




	
CA4

	
The company appreciates and rewards employee behavior that helps it actively beat the competition.




	
CA5

	
One of the strategic goals of our company is to eliminate some competitors from the market.




	
Innovativeness

	
IN1

	
We regularly consider proposals for improvements and innovations proposed by employees in our company.

	
Dess and Lumpkin [33];

Hughes and Morgan [104];

Lumpkin and Dess [105]

Covin and Slevin [106]




	
IN2

	
Our company encourages employees to be creative in their activities.




	
IN3

	
The company has an incentive system that supports the search for and implementation of innovative solutions by employees at all levels.




	
IN4

	
Our organization advocates a strong focus on research and development, technological leadership, and innovation.




	
IN5

	
Our company flexibly adjusts the organizational structure of the company to maintain the highest level of innovation.




	
Risk Taking

	
RT1

	
The term “risk-taker” is considered a positive attribute of individuals in our company.

	
Dess and Lumpkin [33];

Hughes and Morgan [104];

Lumpkin and Dess [105]

Covin and Slevin [106]




	
RT2

	
Employees in our company are encouraged and rewarded for taking risks related to taking actions for the company.




	
RT3

	
At our company, taking risks is seen as a positive activity, not something to be avoided.




	
RT4

	
The structure of our company is built in such a way as not to inhibit risk-taking for the company by employees at various levels.




	
RT5

	
Faced with decisions involving uncertainty, company employees typically take a bold stance to maximize the likelihood of taking advantage of opportunities.




	
Perceived

Organizational

Support

	
POS1

	
My company appreciates the contribution of each employee to its well-being.

	
Eisenberger et al. [55]




	
POS2

	
My company cares about the overall job satisfaction of each employee.




	
POS3

	
My company takes into account the goals and values important to the employee.




	
POS4

	
My company tries to be understanding of any unconscious shortcomings or mistakes made by an employee.




	
POS5

	
My company strives to ensure that employees always find their jobs interesting.
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Table 3. Outer loadings.
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Original

Sample (O)

	
Standard

Deviation (STDEV)

	
T Statistics

(|O/STDEV|)

	
p Values






	
Autonomy

	
AU1

	
0.797

	
0.034

	
23.206

	
0.000




	
AU2

	
0.760

	
0.050

	
15.226

	
0.000




	
AU3

	
0.841

	
0.025

	
33.673

	
0.000




	
AU4

	
0.734

	
0.059

	
12.453

	
0.000




	
AU5

	
0.811

	
0.031

	
26.282

	
0.000




	
Competitive

Aggressiveness

	
CA1

	
0.824

	
0.033

	
25.35

	
0.000




	
CA2

	
0.797

	
0.042

	
19.065

	
0.000




	
CA3

	
0.815

	
0.034

	
24.276

	
0.000




	
CA4

	
0.777

	
0.036

	
21.291

	
0.000




	
CA5

	
0.715

	
0.05

	
14.388

	
0.000




	
Innovativeness

	
IN1

	
0.713

	
0.051

	
13.864

	
0.000




	
IN2

	
0.799

	
0.029

	
28.009

	
0.000




	
IN3

	
0.757

	
0.046

	
16.63

	
0.000




	
IN4

	
0.779

	
0.034

	
23.127

	
0.000




	
IN5

	
0.824

	
0.025

	
33.448

	
0.000




	
Risk Taking

	
RT1

	
0.861

	
0.022

	
38.69

	
0.000




	
RT2

	
0.840

	
0.026

	
31.838

	
0.000




	
RT3

	
0.831

	
0.031

	
26.996

	
0.000




	
RT4

	
0.752

	
0.045

	
16.542

	
0.000




	
RT5

	
0.767

	
0.049

	
15.513

	
0.000




	
Perceived

Organizational

Support

	
POS1

	
0.864

	
0.022

	
39.383

	
0.000




	
POS2

	
0.869

	
0.021

	
41.525

	
0.000




	
POS3

	
0.863

	
0.021

	
40.604

	
0.000




	
POS4

	
0.853

	
0.021

	
40.327

	
0.000




	
POS5

	
0.855

	
0.023

	
37.735

	
0.000
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Table 4. Construct reliability and validity.






Table 4. Construct reliability and validity.












	
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	rho_A
	Composite

Reliability
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)





	AU
	0.850
	0.871
	0.892
	0.623



	CA
	0.847
	0.860
	0.890
	0.619



	IN
	0.833
	0.837
	0.883
	0.601



	POS
	0.912
	0.913
	0.935
	0.741



	RT
	0.869
	0.872
	0.906
	0.659
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Table 5. Discriminant validity (Fornell criterion).
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	AU
	CA
	IN
	POS
	RT





	AU
	0.790
	
	
	
	



	CA
	0.650
	0.787
	
	
	



	IN
	0.753
	0.690
	0.776
	
	



	POS
	0.788
	0.599
	0.776
	0.861
	



	RT
	0.755
	0.700
	0.715
	0.647
	0.811
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Table 6. HTMT criterion.
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	AU
	CA
	IN
	POS
	RT





	AU
	
	
	
	
	



	CA
	0.755
	
	
	
	



	IN
	0.756
	0.813
	
	
	



	POS
	0.894
	0.668
	0.887
	
	



	RT
	0.884
	0.812
	0.839
	0.725
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Table 7. Path analysis.






Table 7. Path analysis.













	
	Original Sample (O)
	Standard Deviation (STDEV)
	T Statistics (|O/STDEV|)
	p Values
	Remark





	AU → CS
	0.295
	0.121
	2.438
	0.0150
	Significant



	RT → CS
	−0.149
	0.109
	1.371
	0.1710
	Insignificant



	CA → CS
	0.106
	0.106
	1.002
	0.3170
	Insignificant



	IN → CS
	0.268
	0.128
	2.098
	0.0360
	Significant



	POS → CS

(Moderating Effect)
	0.297
	0.150
	1.973
	0.0498
	Significant



	POS → IN
	0.776
	0.036
	21.509
	0.0000
	Significant



	POS → CS
	0.029
	0.131
	0.219
	0.8270
	Insignificant



	POS → IN → CS

(Mediation)
	0.208
	0.101
	2.061
	0.040
	Significant
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Table 8. Effect size and blindfolding.
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	IN
	CS





	f-square
	1.517

(Effect of organizational support)
	0.415

(Effect of innovativeness)



	Q-Square
	0.331
	0.102
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Table 9. Importance–performance matrix.
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	Latent Variable
	Total Effect (Importance)
	Index Value (Performance)





	POS
	0.237
	72.036



	IN
	0.268
	70.146



	AU
	0.295
	68.781



	RT
	−0.149
	64.209



	CA
	0.106
	63.833



	Type of enterprise
	−0.603
	48.000
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Table 10. Model fit.






Table 10. Model fit.










	
	Saturated Model
	Estimated Model





	SRMR
	0.06
	0.09



	d_ULS
	1.369
	3.036



	d_G
	0.655
	0.826



	NFI
	0.807
	0.775
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