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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Charismatic leadership has a powerful influence on employee leader charisma,
attitudes and actions. We proposed a moderated mediation model leadership

to examine the predictive effect of leader charisma on followers’ identification,
unethical prosupervisor behavior via leadership identification organizational
(mediator) and organizational identification (moderator). We identification,
conducted a regression analysis of surveys completed by 515 unethical
employees of small- and medium-sized enterprises. The findings prosupervisor
supported the predictive effect of leader charisma on leadership behavior

identification, and of leadership identification positively on
unethical prosupervisor behavior. Leader charisma also had a
positive influence on unethical prosupervisor behavior. In addition,
leadership identification mediated the relationship between leader
charisma and unethical prosupervisor behavior. Organizational
identification moderated the relationship between leadership
identification and unethical prosupervisor behavior, and also
positively moderated the indirect predictive effect of leader
charisma on unethical prosupervisor behavior through leadership
identification. This study enriches understanding of charisma
theory and offers both theoretical and practical implications.
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ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS

Leader charisma significantly increased followers’ leadership identification and, in turn,
unethical prosupervisor behavior among employees.

Leadership identification mediated the link between leader charisma and followers’
unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Organizational identification moderated the effect of leadership identification on
followers’ unethical prosupervisor behavior, amplifying the indirect influence of leader
charisma.

Some employees engage in activities such as accounting fraud or bribing officials to protect their
supervisors, a phenomenon known as unethical prosupervisor behavior (Y. Wang & Li, 2019), which
is a topic of particular interest to scholars (Zhang & Xu, 2024). Employees engaging in unethical
prosupervisor behavior tend to possess a pronounced identification with their supervisor (Rho et
al., 2015). The theory of charismatic leadership argues that a leader’s charisma shapes follower
behavior through a range of nonverbal tactics, such as body language, facial expressions, and
distinctive intonation, as well as the articulation of an inspiring vision (Antonakis et al.,, 2022;
Grabo et al.,, 2017). Leaders can craft their charismatic persona by manipulating perceptions of
their physical elevation or distance from followers, or by using coded language to create a sense
of mystery, which may prompt followers to engage in unethical prosupervisor behavior (Reh et
al, 2017).

Organizational identification stands as a pivotal concept within the realm of organizational
and management research, particularly when examining unethical prosupervisor behavior. Its
significance is underscored by frequent inclusion in surveys addressing global issues, such as
climate change, economic crises, and public spending cuts (Gomes et al,, 2022). Leaders can
foster organizational identification among followers through a variety of processes, including
goal congruence, member cooperation, mutual trust, collective self-efficacy, and identification
with the leader (Carsten et al., 2019).

Prior research has identified numerous individual, organizational, and leadership factors
as determinants of unethical prosupervisor behavior (Kelebek & Alniacik, 2022). Employees
demonstrating a strong sense of identification with their superiors are prone to engaging in
socially unacceptable and unethical behaviors on their behalf (K. Lee, 2020). From the standpoint
of leader-member exchange theory, the quality of supervisors’ exchange with their subordinates
is a pivotal factor shaping employees’ organizational identification (Serban et al., 2022).

However, a notable research gap exists concerning unethical prosupervisor behavior from
the perspective of leader charisma theory. Moreover, previous research has indicated that leader
identification has a positive prediction effect on unethical prosupervisor behavior (Kline & Fischer,
2023). The latter variable may serve as an outcome of employee organizational identification and
citizenship behavior, suggesting that leader identification could steer unethical prosupervisor
behavior (Marstand et al., 2021). Therefore, we posited that leader charisma may have an impact
on unethical prosupervisor behavior. We also tested the respective mediating and moderating
mechanisms of leadership identification and organizational identification in this relationship (see
Figure 1).



WANG ET AL.

Figure 1. Conceptual Research Model
Note. Solid lines represent direct effects; dashed lines represent indirect effects.

The Current Study

The seminal theory of charismatic leadership, as described by Kirby et al. (1992), elucidates
how followers bestow extraordinary qualities, or charisma, upon leaders. This theory posits that
the basis of a charismatic leader’s personality lies in their comprehension of social-emotional
organization, which encompasses patterns of emotional expression and proficiency in emotional
labor. Such understanding necessitates that charismatic leaders apply their insights about
emotional dynamics within their leadership environment (Sy et al., 2018).

The charisma manifested by leaders is a product of their personal attributes and behaviors,
their followers’ attributions, and situational factors (Sosik et al., 2014). Scholars such as Shamir
et al. (2018) have elaborated on how charismatic leaders positively predict their followers’
identification with the organization and perception of collective efficacy. Sy et al. (2018) suggested
that the mutual effect among followers can account for some charisma attributions. Carsten et al.
(2019) discussed the implications of homogenous and heterogeneous attributions of leadership
charisma among followers.

Leadership can be bifurcated into two components: inspirational motivation and idealized
effect (i.e., elements of charismatic leadership). Both components act as significant predictors
of the escalation of unethical pro-organization behavior among employees (Al-husseini &
Elbeltagi, 2018). Charisma of leadership is characterized by leaders’ utilization of personal charm,
attractiveness, and persuasive communication to predict employees’ behavior (Judge et al., 2009).
Charismatic leaders shape their subordinates’ behaviors through recognition of the leader’s
personal attributes, effectively altering subordinates’ perceptions (Al-husseini & Elbeltagi, 2018).
As subordinates increasingly recognize and internalize charismatic leaders’ personal values, life
perspectives, and beliefs as their own behavioral norms, they endorse their leaders, leading to
heightened agreement and acceptance (Al-husseini & Elbeltagi, 2018).

Banks et al. (2017) suggested that charismatic leaders may strive to convey universal values
that increase compatibility among followers and encourage harmonious relationships. When
followers perceive value congruence with leaders (Alvesson, 2019), they may engage in unethical
prosupervisor (Williams et al., 2018). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Leaders’ charisma will predict followers’ unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Leader identification refers to followers’ sense of belonging and connection to a leader
(Paulsen et al., 2009). Leaders have a significant impact on followers’ perception of themselves and
their sense of belonging (Haslam et al., 2022), which is a crucial aspect of leader charisma (Xie et
al., 2018). Inspirational motivation from the leader can enhance followers’ sense of identification,
resulting in loyalty to the leader’s vision (Chaturvedi et al., 2019). For instance, charismatic leaders
can use vivid rhetoric during crisis situations to express their vision and advocate for collective
action to achieve their ideas (Barry & Gironda, 2018). This type of inspirational motivation can
lead to high loyalty and commitment from followers to the leader’s vision, and followers may be
willing to make personal sacrifices for collective causes (Xie et al., 2018). Inspirational motivation
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can also enhance followers’ self-efficacy and perception of task ability by positively appraising
their values and efficacy, which, in turn, increases their identification with the leader (Vieira et al.,
2018).

Dartey-Baah and Addo (2018) suggested that charismatic leaders can establish trust in
their followers by addressing their needs, demonstrating adventurousness, making personal
sacrifices, and showing unconventional expertise, thereby enhancing follower identification.
Leaders translate their care for followers’ needs into dedication and commitment to the
collective cause, which increases followers’ trust, activates their self-identity, and fosters social
relationships between leaders and followers, further encouraging follower identification (du
Plessis & Nkambule, 2020; Nassif et al., 2021). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Leaders’ charisma will predict followers’ leadership identification.

Identification plays a crucial role in the formation of self-identity (Drummond, 2021). The
cognitive relationship individuals have with the object of their identification, whether positive
or negative, provides the foundation for self-identity (Hesari et al., 2019). Identification can
be categorized into personal, relational, and organizational types (Ashforth et al., 2016). In
the workplace, the object employees seek to identify with is limited to their most significant
relationship in the company, which is to say, their leader (Su et al., 2020).

Employees sometimes engage in behaviors that disrupt or violate ethical norms in an attempt
to promote organizational development and protect the economic interests of their leaders
(Umphress & Bingham, 2011). This social phenomenon, whereby individuals act to enhance the
functioning of the organization or its leaders at the cost of breaching core social values, customs,
laws, or appropriate behavioral standards, has been conceptualized as unethical pro-organization
behavior (Umphress & Bingham, 2011; Umphress et al., 2010).

Due to the sense of identification followers harbor toward their leaders, they not only
appreciate and positively evaluate their leaders’ attributes but also define themselves based on
these attributes (H. H. Johnson & Umphress, 2019; Z. Wang et al., 2021). High leader identification
positively predicts employees’ internal motivation, propelling them to engage in prosupervisor
behaviors (Hur et al., 2018). Empirical research on employee behavior in Chinese companies has
shown that leader identification positively impacts organizational behavior, with higher levels
of leader identification increasing the likelihood of engaging in unethical prosupervisor behavior
(Guo et al., 2022). Hence, employees with high levels of identification with their superiors not only
internalize their leaders’ objectives but may also resort to unethical behavior to assist their leaders
in achieving these goals (H. H. Johnson & Umphress, 2019). Therefore, this study proposed the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Leadership identification will predict followers’ unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Charismatic leaders articulate a compelling vision, set high standards for their followers, and
underscore the importance of identification, potentially leading followers to engage in unethical
prosupervisor behavior (Lian et al., 2022). This dynamic is propelled by leaders who inspire
followers to make substantial efforts and stress the significance of collective identification (Yue,
2021). Followers who perceive a charismatic relationship with their leaders may identify more
strongly with them, experiencing heightened collective identification and empowerment (Yue,
2021). Consequently, followers may willingly engage in unethical behavior for the organization,
aligning with the captivating vision espoused by a charismatic leader (Wegge et al.,, 2022).
Moreover, charismatic leaders, as role models, foster followers’ identification with them, which
can lead to unethical prosupervisor behavior (Wegge et al., 2022). Despite potentially fostering a
nonexploitative and egalitarian culture, charismatic leaders can become self-centered (Luu, 2023).
Even when engaging in unethical practices, they can inspire employees to strongly identify with
them and commit themselves to their cause, leading to unethical conduct in the workplace (Lian
et al., 2022).

Through frequent interactions with charismatic leaders, who serve as role models, team
members may unconsciously emulate and internalize their leaders’ behaviors, leading them to
engage in unethical prosupervisor behavior (Han et al., 2019). Therefore, this study proposed the
following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 4: Leadership identification will play a mediating role between leader charisma and
followers’ unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Organizational identification, rooted in social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004), explains
how individuals incorporate group membership into their self-concept. When individuals exhibit
a high level of organizational identification, they may pursue opportunities to assist the source
of their identity or entities associated with it (E.-S. Lee et al., 2015). Whereas leader identification
refers to employees defining themselves based on their leaders’ identity and behaviors (Steffens
et al, 2014), organizational identification pertains to employees’ sense of belonging to the
organization (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Research has indicated that employees with a high level of
organizational identification may engage in behaviors that benefit the organization (Chamberlin
et al.,, 2017).

The strength of organizational identification often reinforces the predictive effect of leader
identification on unethical prosupervisor behavior (A. J. Johnson et al., 2009). Social identification
can be bolstered by leader identification. For instance, Marstand et al. (2021) proposed
that employees deduce their identification with leaders depending on the strength of their
social identification with the group. Similarly, Horstmeier et al. (2017) argued that employees’
identification with leaders is enhanced by their identification with the organization. However,
as organizational identification strengthens, employees may engage in unethical behaviors
supportive of the leader during the process of leader identification. Employees who receive
recognition from higher level leaders often exhibit strong motivation to assist these leaders,
including concealment of potentially damaging information and adoption of similar unethical
behaviors to protect and support the leaders (A. J. Johnson et al., 2009).

Thus, the predictive effect of leader identification on unethical behaviors to support the
leader may be tempered by the extent of organizational identification. As organizational
identification intensifies, it may motivate employees to assist their leaders in reaping benefits,
thereby fostering engagement in unethical behaviors that favor the leader. Therefore, this study
proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Followers’ organizational identification will moderate the relationship between
their leadership identification and unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Organizational identification may act as a moderator of the relationship between a leader’s
charisma and unethical prosupervisor behavior, with higher levels of organizational identification
leading to a reduced inclination toward such unethical behaviors when the leader demonstrates
strong charisma (Matherne et al., 2018). This suggests that organizational identification can affect
how employees respond to charismatic leadership based on their identification with leaders, in
terms of whether they will engage in unethical actions that benefit their supervisors (Gigol, 2021).
Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: Organizational identification will moderate the indirect relationship between
leader charisma and followers’ unethical prosupervisor behavior via leadership identification.

Method

Participants and Procedure

There is a dearth of research on unethical prosupervisor behavior in companies situated in central
China. Thus, we sampled general employees from enterprises in Hunan Province, China, to provide
a foundation for further research on how charismatic leadership predicts unethical prosupervisor
behavior in specific regional contexts. We surveyed 515 employees from small- and medium-
sized enterprises through an online questionnaire (https://www.wjx.cn). To mitigate the risk of
errors and response bias, we made direct contact with each participant via online apps such as
WeChat and QQ to ensure their serious and careful participation in the investigation. We randomly
selected and recruited participants via university alumni associations in Hunan, China.

The sample comprised 198 (38.4%) men and 317 (61.6%) women, of whom 272 (52.8%) were
aged below 25 years, 145 (28.2%) were aged 26-35 years, 75 (14.6%) were aged 36-45 years, and
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23 (4.4%) were aged over 45 years. In terms of educational background, 42 (8.1%) participants
had a high school diploma, 77 (15.0%) had graduated from junior college, 315 (61.2%) held a
bachelor’s degree, and 81 (15.7%) had a master’s or doctoral degree. Regarding work experience,
246 (47.8%) participants had less than 1 year of experience, while the remaining 269 (52.2%)
participants had more than 1 year of experience.

Measures

We used established scales sourced from previous research. Two of our colleagues, who are
professional translators, used back-translation to convert the items from English to Chinese, and
we made suitable modifications based on the specific context of the sample, ensuring the original
meaning remained intact. We asked participants “Do you agree with the following statement?”
and answers were given on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). We
determined the internal consistency of each variable using Cronbach’s alpha.

Leader Charisma

We evaluated the charisma of the leader using a six-item scale derived from Bass and Avolio
(1990). A sample item is “I have feelings of pride when in the presence of my leader.” Cronbach’s
alpha was .90, indicating the scale is reliable.

Leadership Identification

We assessed leadership identification using a four-item scale adapted from Haslam et al. (2022),
which referenced Hiller (2005). A sample item is “My leader serves as a role model for the team.”
Cronbach’s alpha was .88, indicating the scale is reliable.

Organizational Identification

We measured organizational identification using six items derived from Postmes et al. (2013),
which were adapted from Mael and Ashforth (1992). A sample item is “| perceive compliments to
the company as personal praise.” Cronbach’s alpha was .87, indicating the scale is reliable.

Unethical Prosupervisor Behavior

We assessed unethical prosupervisor behavior using six items derived from Chen et al. (2002) and
Umphress et al. (2010). A sample item is “| withhold negative information about my supervisor’s
job performance for their benefit.” Cronbach’s alpha was .89, indicating the scale is reliable.

Data Analysis

We used SPSS to calculate descriptive statistics and correlations, and employed Amos for
confirmatory factor analysis, which included the analysis of four distinct models. Next, we tested
the hypotheses using the PROCESS macro for SPSS.
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Results

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 presents the results of preliminary analysis, including descriptive statistics and correlation
values. Strong positive correlations existed among the variables in this study.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Study Variables

Note. * p < .05.** p < .01.

The results of a confirmatory factor analysis indicated that common method variance was
not a significant concern in this study. As shown in Table 2, the model fit improved progressively
from the one-factor model to the four-factor model, with the latter model demonstrated the best
fit. These results suggest that the variables in this study had strong construct validity.

Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Note. CFl = comparative fit index; SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual; RMSEA =
root-mean-square error of approximation.

@ Leader charisma + Leadership identification + Unethical prosupervisor behavior +
Organizational identification; ® Leader charisma + Leadership identification + Unethical
prosupervisor behavior, Organizational identification; ¢ Leader charisma + Leadership
identification, Unethical prosupervisor behavior, Organizational identification; ¢ Leader charisma,
Unethical prosupervisor behavior, Organizational identification, Leadership identification.

Hypothesis Testing

This study used regression analysis with 5,000 bootstrapped resamples to test the hypotheses,
and all models demonstrated significant performance. According to Table 3, Model 1, leader
charisma predicted leadership identification, thus supporting Hypothesis 2. As per Model 2,
leader charisma positively predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior. In addition, leadership
identification positively predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior, thereby supporting
Hypothesis 3. Leadership identification positively mediated the link between leader charisma
and unethical prosupervisor behavior, supporting Hypothesis 4. Model 3 shows leader charisma
positively predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior, thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

Leadership identification positively predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior. In addition,
organizational identification positively affected unethical prosupervisor behavior. Further,
organizational identification positively predicted the effect of leadership identification on
unethical prosupervisor behavior, supporting Hypothesis 5 (see Figure 2).
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Table 3. Regression Analysis and Moderated Mediation Effect Testing

Note. N = 515.
*** p <.001.

Figure 2. Moderating Effect of Organizational Identification Between Leadership Identification and
Unethical Prosupervisor Behavior

As can be seen in Table 4, the proposed moderated mediation effect (Model 3) was valid. The
indirect effect of leader charisma on unethical prosupervisor behavior via leadership identification
was stronger among those with high, compared to low, organizational identification. This
suggests that the predictive effect of leader charisma on unethical behavior toward the supervisor
was particularly strong when organizational identification was high; thus, Hypothesis 6 was
supported.

Table 4. Conditional Indirect Effect of Leader Charisma on Unethical Prosupervisor Behavior

Note. ClI = confidence interval; LEC = leader charisma; LEl = leadership identification; UPB =
unethical prosupervisor behavior.
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Discussion

This study examined factors influencing unethical prosupervisor behavior. Drawing from
the theory of leader charisma, we established a research model that included leader
charisma, leadership identification, organizational identification, and unethical prosupervisor
behavior. First, leader charisma predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior. Second, leader
charisma positively predicted leadership identification, and leadership identification positively
predicted unethical prosupervisor behavior. Furthermore, leadership identification mediated the
relationship between leader charisma and unethical prosupervisor behavior. Third, we identified
organizational identification as a moderator of the relationship between leadership identification
and unethical prosupervisor behavior, and organizational identification also positively moderated
the indirect predictive effect of leader charisma on unethical prosupervisor behavior via
leadership identification.

Theoretical Implications

This study contributes to the literature on business ethics in three significant ways. First, we have
expanded the construct of unethical pro-organizational behavior. Lian et al. (2022) and Mishra
et al. (2022) demonstrated that individuals may engage in unethical behavior to benefit entities
outside their organization. Our results align with their findings and represent an important step
in broadening the understanding of unethical prosupervisor behavior, while contradicting the
findings of Matherne et al. (2018).

Second, we have contributed to the literature on leadership identification and organizational
identification by identifying negative outcomes associated with these constructs. We found that
a high level of leadership identification driven by self-interest can lead to employee dependence
on, and unethical behavior toward, leaders. These findings enhance understanding of leadership
identification and organizational identification by highlighting negative consequences that
typically lead employees to adhere to unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Third, we have contributed to the literature on leader charisma by highlighting its facilitating
role in promoting unethical prosupervisor behavior, introducing leader identification as a
significant mediating factor. Our findings support the theoretical notion that leader charisma
enhances leadership identification, which, in turn, fosters the conditions conducive to unethical
prosupervisor behavior. Specifically, leader charisma increases followers’ sense of leadership
identification, providing them with psychological safety and motivating them to engage in
unethical actions for the benefit of their leader.

Practical Implications

Our findings have several important implications for organizations and practitioners. Although
unethical prosupervisor behavior may be well-meant, it can be detrimental to the workplace,
particularly for organizational decision makers. Our findings indicate that leader identification can
enhance the relationship between charismatic leadership and unethical prosupervisor behavior.
This implies that organizations should be mindful of practices that may inadvertently encourage
employees to overly identify with their leaders, especially those with a charismatic leadership style.
Several recommendations can be applied by organizations, including monitoring and managing
the level of leader identification among employees, providing targeted ethics training, and
establishing clear reporting channels and open communication to ensure that well-intentioned
but unethical acts are discouraged and can be safely reported.

For managers, the prevalence of employees’ unethical prosupervisor behavior is concerning,
as such behavior may serve the short-term interests of leaders but ultimately fail to benefit
the organization or the leaders’ long-term personal interests. High levels of leader charisma
can increase employees’ identification with leaders, making the followers more likely to engage
in unethical actions to support their supervisors. Organizations should encourage loyalty to
company values rather than to individual leaders. Training can help employees recognize and
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resist unethical pressures, especially those arising from having strong leader identification. Clear
policies and reporting channels can further support ethical behavior. By promoting organizational
identification and strong ethics, managers can reduce the risk of unethical prosupervisor behavior.

Limitations and Future Research

Our study has both methodological and theoretical limitations. From a methodological
standpoint, the data were entirely self-reported, which increases the likelihood of distortion
due to dishonest responses (Thakur, 2018) or common method bias (Dash & Paul, 2021). One
remedy for common method bias is to create a time interval between measuring the predictor
variables and the outcomes, which we did not use in our study. From a theoretical standpoint,
there are several important considerations. First, this study did not explore alternative pathways
linking leader charisma to unethical prosupervisor behavior, such as motivational pathways.
We concentrated on the mediating role of leadership identification and the moderating role
of organizational identification because these factors are intrinsically connected to unethical
prosupervisor behavior. However, alternative pathways, such as moral identification (H. H.
Johnson & Umphress, 2019), may also be significant, and our study cannot be considered
a comprehensive examination of unethical prosupervisor behavior because we omitted these
pathways.

Potential future research directions include examining whether the observed relationships
hold across various industries, such as innovative high-tech firms and the service sector.
Additionally, researchers should aim to collect data from larger samples to minimize errors,
particularly in resource-rich environments. Exploring moderating factors such as moral
identification could be instrumental in understanding the relationships between identification
types and unethical prosupervisor behavior. Furthermore, constructs such as leader—-member
exchange and trust could moderate the impact of identification on unethical behavior. Strong
relationships with supervisors, trust in their decisions, and a sense of loyalty to both supervisors
and the organization may increase the likelihood of engaging in unethical behavior to assist
supervisors. In summary, understanding the individual and situational factors that may heighten
the likelihood of unethical prosupervisor behavior is a rich area for further exploration.
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