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Purpose: Based on the theory of social identity, this study focuses on the influence 
mechanism of self-sacrificing leadership on employees’ pro-organization unethical beha
viors, as well as the moderating effect of power distance and the mediating effect of 
organizational identity between self-sacrificing leadership and employees’ pro-organization 
unethical behaviors.
Methods: This work surveyed 286 employees in 12 companies in Guizhou province to test 
the research hypothesis model. Statistical analysis methods were used for data analysis.
Results: The results reveal that self-sacrificial leadership has an indirect positive influence 
on unethical pro-organizational behavior of employees by positively influencing organiza
tional identification. The higher the power distance of employees, the weaker the positive 
correlation between self-sacrificing leaders and organizational identity, and the lower the 
power distance of employees, the stronger the positive correlation between self-sacrificing 
leaders and organizational identity.
Conclusion: This study reveals the influence mechanism of self-sacrificing leadership on 
employees’ pro-organization non-ethical behaviors from a new perspective and confirms the 
effects of power distance and organizational identity on creative performance. Unethical 
behavior under the cloak of “pro-organization” has a potential destructive effect on stake
holders, organizations and even the whole society. It is of great practical significance to 
identify its influencing factors and effectively avoid them.
Keywords: unethical pro-organizational behavior, self-sacrificial leadership, organizational 
identification, power distance, the theory of social identity

Introduction
In recent years, various business scandals such as Luckin Coffee’s financial data 
fraud, GlaxoSmithKline’s commercial bribery, Volkswagen exhaust valves, and the 
Sanlu melamine incident have been endless, which have caused a bad impact on all 
sectors of society and the development of enterprises. “The dike of thousands of 
feet collapsed with the den of ants”, the various crises encountered by the enter
prises are closely related to the unethical behavior of their internal employees. 
Based on this, the research focus of domestic and foreign scholars for 
a considerable period of time is to explore the causes of unethical behavior of 
employees. Previous studies have believed that the purpose of employees taking 
unethical behavior is to seek personal gain and to retaliate against colleagues or 
organizations.1 However, recent study by Umphress and others have found that 
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protecting the interests of its members or organizations 
may also be the reason why employees take unethical 
behaviors, such as falsely reporting company performance 
to obtain more investment, concealing product defects to 
reduce company losses, et.2 This type of behavior is called 
unethical pro-organizational behavior by researchers. In 
addition, because unethical pro-organizational behavior is 
dressed in a “pro-organizational” cloak, it is often ignored, 
acquiesced and even encouraged by organizations.But over 
time, unethical pro-organizational behavior may damage 
the company’s long-term interests and reputation.3 

Therefore, identifying the influencing factors of the unethi
cal pro-organizational behavior of employees and effec
tively avoiding it has important research significance.

A systematic review of previous literature found that 
leadership behaviors such as transactional leadership,4 

inclusive leadership,5 ethical leadership6 and paternalistic 
leadership7 have proven to have a significant impact on the 
unethical pro-organizational behavior of employees, but 
the relationship between self-sacrificing leaders and it 
has received little attention. In addition, according to 
Yang’s previous research, as a leadership behavior of 
“abandoning the individual and achieving the greater 
self”, self-sacrificing leadership has been proven to sig
nificantly reduce the unethical pro-organizational beha
viors of employees, and the positive relationship between 
self-sacrificial leadership and unethical pro-organizational 
behavior was stronger when collectivism was higher.8 

However, under different perspectives whether it can 
effectively control the unethical pro-organizational beha
vior that have a certain commonality is unknown. Because 
through the role model of self-sacrificing leadership, 
employees may also sacrifice themselves or even other 
social groups (immoral) to protect the interests of the 
organization.

In summary, this article first explores the influence of 
self-sacrificing leadership on the unethical pro- 
organizational behavior of employees. Secondly, the self- 
sacrificing leadership cares about the needs of employees, 
pay attention to the growth of employees, and are able to 
sacrifice themselves for the benefit of the organization. 
These behaviors help improve the self-esteem, sense of 
belonging and psychological security of employees. 
According to social identity theory, self-esteem, sense of 
belonging and psychological security play an important 
role in the construction of organizational identity. 
Organizational identity is defined as the perception of 
consistency between individuals and organizations.9 In 

addition, the previous empirical literature found that the 
higher the degree of employee identification with the 
organization, the more inclined to engage in the unethical 
pro-organizational behavior.6 So can organizational iden
tity be used as a bridge to connect the relationship between 
self-sacrificing leadership and the unethical pro- 
organizational behavior of employees? Therefore, this 
paper further explores the mediating role of organizational 
identity between the two, in order to further expand the 
internal mechanism between self-sacrificing leadership 
and unethical pro-organizational behavior of employee.

Finally, does self-sacrificing leadership definitely lead 
to organizational identity? Testing the effectiveness of 
leadership in the Chinese context should not ignore the 
influence of traditional culture. As one of the most impor
tant local cultural value variables, power distance refers to 
the degree to which individuals accept the unequal distri
bution of power in organizations.10 Compared with 
employees with high power distance, employees with 
low power distance obey equality. They believe that they 
are different from the leader in the division of labor, but 
there is no obvious difference in status. Obviously, they 
are more compatible with self-sacrificing leadership in 
terms of values.11 Therefore, this article finally discusses 
the moderating effect of power distance on the relationship 
between self-sacrificing leadership and organizational 
identity.

Theoretical Overview and Research 
Hypotheses
Self-Sacrificial Leadership and 
Pro-Organizational Unethical Behavior of 
Employees
Self-sacrificial leadership is a kind of leadership behavior 
that does not afraid of risks, does not want privileges, and 
does not care about the rewards in order to achieve the 
interests and goals of the organization.12 Existing studies, 
especially on effectiveness results, have shown that self- 
sacrificial leadership positively affects creativity,13 task 
performance14 and organizational citizenship behavior,14 

and negatively affects relationship conflict, process 
conflict15 and counterproductive behavior.8 Pro- 
organizational unethical behavior refers to those behaviors 
that are intended to promote the effective functioning of an 
organization or its members but are contrary to social 
norms, moral standards and laws and regulations.2 Pro- 
organizational unethical behavior has both “pro- 
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organizational” and “unethical” characteristics. Umphress 
et al also put forward three conditions to define pro- 
organizational unethical behavior: first, pro-organizational 
unethical behavior must be intentional, and unintentional 
behavior such as errors, mistakes and negligence cannot be 
taken into account; Second, whose actual result is against 
the original intention (pro-organization) cannot be defined 
as pro-organization unethical behavior; Third, non-ethical 
behavior that simply seeks private profit does not belong 
to the unethical behavior of pro-organization. A systematic 
review of the existing literature reveals that domestic and 
foreign scholars not only focused on the connotation defi
nition, but also made the formation of pro-organizational 
unethical behavior a hot topic of concern.2 Pro- 
organizational unethical behavior is mainly caused by 
individual factors and situational factors.

The personal factors are mainly related to organiza
tional identity,6 organizational commitment16 and psy
chological entitlement,17 among others. The study 
confirmed that all four of these variables positively influ
ence pro-organizational unethical behavior. Situational 
factors mainly include high performance requirements,18 

differential leadership,3 transactional leadership,4 inclu
sive leadership,5 ethical leadership,6 and paternalistic 
leadership.7 Except for the inverted U-shaped relation
ship between ethical leadership and pro-organizational 
unethical behavior, the other variables are mostly posi
tively correlated with pro-organizational unethical beha
vior. In the above-mentioned relationships, in terms of the 
mediating mechanism, most previous studies have dis
cussed the mediating effect of moral disengagement18,19 

and organizational identity;6 regarding the moderating 
mechanisms, more studies have investigated the moderat
ing effects of traditionality,7 collectivism,3 moral 
identity,16,19 and trait regulation focus.6 Thus, reasoning 
self-sacrificial leadership may also be used as an antece
dent variable. First of all, self-sacrificial leaders essen
tially altruistic, try their best to meet the growth needs 
and development environment of employees, and are 
willing to sacrifice personal interests such as remunera
tion and privileges for the benefit and well-being of 
employees. As a result, employees may find ways to 
engage in behaviors that benefit the organization but 
may actually be unethical to give back to their leadership 
as the agent of the organization. Secondly, self-sacrificing 
leaders are virtuous and have the courage to take respon
sibility, which can effectively dispel employees’ worries 
about the possible adverse consequences of pro- 

organization unethical behavior.20 In a secure psycholo
gical atmosphere, employees are more brave to practice 
pro-organizational non-ethical behavior. Finally, self- 
sacrificing leadership and pro-organizational unethical 
behavior are in perfect match with each other in safe
guarding the interests of the organization, so employees 
are more likely to be motivated to engage in pro- 
organizational unethical behavior. In conclusion, the fol
lowing hypotheses are proposed:

H1: Self-sacrificial leadership has a positive impact on 
employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior.

Mediating Role of Organizational Identity
Organizational identity is defined as the perception of 
consistency between individuals and organizations.9 The 
higher the sense of organizational identity, the higher the 
degree of fit between the individual and the organization, 
making employees have a stronger emotional commit
ment, sense of belonging, and sense of security to the 
organization; The lower the individual’s identification 
with the organization, the less commonality he has with 
all aspects of the organization.6 There are two opposing 
academic perspectives about the effects of organizational 
identity: the first view holds that organizational identity 
plays a constructive role on employees’ cognition, atti
tudes and behaviors, for example, Zhang and Li confirm 
that organizational identity positively influences organiza
tional citizenship behaviors.9 The second view holds that 
organizational identity has a destructive effect on employ
ees’ cognition, attitude and behavior. For example, Li et al 
found that organizational identity positively affects work- 
family conflict.21 Specifically, there may be a positive 
correlation between organizational identity and pro- 
organizational non-ethical behavior. Because a high degree 
of organizational identity means that employees maintain 
a close relationship with the organization, and they are 
willing to do whatever it takes, even to the point of 
violating moral and ethical norms, in order for the organi
zation to gain benefits and achieve its goals. A low level of 
organizational identity means that employees do not fit in 
with all aspects of the organization, so they do not want to 
make a useful contribution to the organization, not to 
mention failing to abide by social ethics in order to help 
business.

According to social identity theory, individuals mainly 
define themselves in organizations based on self-esteem, 
psychological sense of security, sense of belonging and 
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work meaning.10 In other words, whether individuals iden
tify with others or organizations depends on whether the 
above motivations can be achieved. Specifically, self- 
sacrificial leadership promotes all the above four kinds of 
motivation. First, self-sacrificing leaders care about the 
needs of their employees, focus on employee growth, 
and make them feel valuable and important to the organi
zation, which in turn helps to enhance their organizational 
self-esteem and work meaning. Second, self-sacrificing 
leaders are virtuous, responsible and trustworthy, which 
can enhance the psychological security of employees. 
Finally, leaders sacrifice themselves for the benefit of the 
organization. Finally, leaders can sacrifice themselves for 
the benefit of the organization, which shows that the orga
nization is trustworthy and hard-working, and employees 
are more likely to integrate into the organization and 
ultimately enhance their sense of belonging.10 Thus, it 
can be seen that self-sacrificing leaders can improve 
employees’ organizational identity. According to existing 
studies, organizational identity is an important mediating 
variable of leadership style affecting subordinates’ cogni
tion, attitude and behavior, for example, Gao and Zhao 
found that organizational identity mediates the relationship 
between service-oriented leadership and employees’ 
OCB.22 Following the above logic, self-sacrificial leader
ship may also indirectly influence employees’ pro- 
organizational unethical behavior through organizational 
identification. In conclusion, the following hypothesis is 
proposed:

H2: Organizational identity mediates the relationship 
between self-sacrificing leaders and employees’ pro- 
organizational non-ethical behavior.

Moderating Effect of Power Distance
Power distance, as an important part of Hofstede’s cultural 
dimension theory, refers to the extent to which a society 
accepts the unequal distribution of power in organizations or 
institutions.23 Although power distance was initially defined at 
the national level, domestic and foreign scholars later found 
that this concept also has great differences among different 
individuals in the same country, and confirmed that these 
individual differences have a direct or indirect impact on 
many results. For example, Zhou et al confirmed that power 
distance has a negative predictive effect on employee 
advice;24 Gu confirmed that power distance has a negative 
moderating effect on the relationship between inclusive lea
dership and team psychological sense of security.25 This paper 

also focuses on the power distance at the individual level, 
which refers to the individual’s acceptance of the unequal 
distribution of power in the organization. The higher the 
power distance, the higher the individual acceptance of 
power distribution inequality; the lower the power distance, 
the lower the individual acceptance of power distribution 
inequality.23

According to the implicit leadership theory, employees 
usually compare their actual leadership with their desired 
ideal leadership. If the two match, then the leadership 
effectiveness is stronger, and vice versa. Specifically in 
this article, self-sacrificing leaders emphasize empower
ment, which is not consistent with the value of high power 
distance employees obeying authority.26 High-power dis
tance employees regard “tough” leaders as role models 
and are used to following orders, and are obviously unli
kely to agree with the democratic exercise of power by 
self-sacrificial leaders, which is bound to weaken the 
positive impact of self-sacrificial leaders on organizational 
identity. On the contrary, the values of equality followed 
by employees with low power distance are very consistent 
with the concept of power sharing by self-sacrificing lea
ders, which is bound to strengthen the positive impact 
between the two.26 In summary, self-sacrificing leaders 
have a greater positive impact on the organizational iden
tity of employees with low power distance. Based on the 
above analysis, the following assumptions are put 
forward:

H3: The relationship between self-sacrificing leadership and 
organizational identity is moderated by employee power 
distance, such that the positive relationship between self- 
sacrificial leadership and organizational identity is weaker 
when the degree of power distance is higher, and vice versa.

Based on the above logic, this paper constructs 
a mediating effect model with moderation:Self-sacrificing 
leaders indirectly influence employees’ pro-organizational 
unethical behavior through organizational identity, and 
power distance influences the extent of this indirect effect. 
The higher the employee power distance, the weaker the 
positive impact of self-sacrificial leadership on organiza
tional identity, and further weaken the intermediary role of 
organizational identity. In summary, the following assump
tions are put forward:

H4: the indirect influence of self-sacrificing leaders on 
employees’ pro-organizational non-ethical behavior 
through organizational identity is moderated by power 

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S339718                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14 2248

Yang et al                                                                                                                                                             Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


distance. The lower the employee power distance, the 
stronger the mediating effect of organizational identity 
between the two, and vice versa.

The theoretical framework is shown in Figure 1 as 
below.

Methods
Sample and Procedures
Data were collected from two sources — on-The-job post
graduates of MBA and their colleagues — in two rounds, 
separated by one month. The purpose of data collection from 
two sources and two rounds was to reduce common method 
bias (Podsakoff et al 2003; Usman et al 2021). Moreover, 
data were collected from MBA postgraduates and their col
leagues, because they are employees from various enterprises 
in Guizhou province and play a crucial role in their organiza
tion, as well as they are in close proximity to employees and 
managers. As such, we chose on-The-job postgraduates of 
MBA and their colleagues as our respondents.

From July to September 2019, the research group con
ducted two surveys on the above-mentioned enterprises. 
The first survey collected data about self-sacrificial leader
ship, power distance and organizational identity; a second 
survey was conducted a month later to collect data about 
unethical pro-organizational behavior of employees. The 
data of unethical pro-organizational behavior, self- 
sacrificial leadership, organizational identification and 
power distance were filled in by the respondents on the 
spot and immediately returned after completion.

The respondents belonged to 12 Guizhou Province of 
Chinese firms across different functional areas and different 
industries, including food, retail, manufacturing, finance and 
other industries. A total of 400 sets of questionnaires were 
distributed, and 286 sets of valid questionnaires were 
obtained after excluding invalid questionnaires. The descrip
tive statistics of the sample are: 143 men, accounting for 

50.0%; 108 people mainly aged from 31 to 40 years old, 
accounting for 37.8%; and 154 people whose education 
level is mainly bachelor’s degree, accounting for 53.8%.

Study Measures
The self-sacrificing leader is measured by a questionnaire 
developed by DeCremer et al,27 which contains five items, 
for example, “my supervisor will take high personal risks 
for the benefit of the organization”, the internal consistency 
coefficient is 0.875. The organizational identity is measured 
by a questionnaire developed by Ashforth et al,28 which 
contains six items, for example, “I will feel unhappy if 
someone criticizes my company”, and the internal consis
tency coefficient of is 0.910. And the pro-organizational 
unethical behavior is measured by a questionnaire compiled 
by Umphress et al,2 which contains 6 items, for example, “I 
will exaggerate the quality of products or services to protect 
the interests of the company”, and the internal consistency 
coefficient of is 0.955. The power distance is measured by 
a questionnaire compiled by Farh et al,23 which contains six 
items, such as “supervisors should make their own deci
sions without consulting me”, the internal consistency coef
ficient is 0.952. All variables were scored by a 5-point 
Likert scale. Control variables were gender, age and educa
tion level.

Results
Validity Analysis
By constructing different structural equation models, this 
paper uses the method of confirmatory factor analysis to 
test the discriminant validity of each variable, and the results 
are shown in Table 1. Among the nested models such as 
four-factor model (χ2=627.160, df=224, χ2/df=2.800, 
CFI=0.931, TLI=0.922, RMSEA=0.079), three-factor 
model a (∆χ2=414.103, ∆df=3, p<0.001), three-factor 
model b(∆χ2=754.525, ∆df=3, p<0.001), two-factor model 

Figure 1 Theoretical framework.
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(∆χ2=2186.601, ∆df=5, p<0.001) and single-factor model 
(∆χ2=3332.689, ∆df=6, p<0.001), the four-factor model has 
the best fitting effect to the actual data, indicating that the 
validity of the variables involved in this paper is high.

Descriptive Statistics
The results of descriptive statistical analysis of variables in this 
paper are shown in Table 2. There was a significant positive 
correlation between self-sacrificial leadership and organiza
tional identity (r=0.503, p<0.01), and between organizational 
identity and pro-organizational unethical behavior (r=0.223, 
p<0.01). And organizational identity had a significant positive 
correlation with employee pro-organizational unethical beha
vior (r=0.414, p<0.01). But there was no significant correla
tion between power distance and other variables.

Analysis of the Mediating Effect
In this paper, the hierarchical regression method is adopted to 
test the mediating effect of organizational identity by con
structing a structural equation model, and the results are 
shown in Table 3. According to model 4, self-sacrificial leader
ship has a positive effect on employees’ pro-organizational 

unethical behavior (β = 0.235, p < 0.001), and H1 is further 
supported; according to model 2 and model 5, self-sacrificial 
leadership positively affects organizational identity (β = 0.53, 
p < 0.001), and organizational identity also positively affects 
employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior (β = 0.408, 
p < 0.001). Model 6 showed that organizational identity still 
positively influenced employees’ pro-organizational unethical 
behavior (β=0.395, p<0.001) after the inclusion of control 
variables, independent variables, and mediating variables. 
However, the positive effect of self-sacrificing leadership on 
employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior is no longer 
significant (β = 0.025, p>0.05). These show that organizational 
identity mediates the relationship between self-sacrificial lea
dership and employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior, 
and H2 is initially supported.

In order to verify the significance of the mediating 
effect, this paper used the non-parametric Bootstrap 
method to test that the indirect effect, and the results 
shows that the indirect effect of self-sacrificing leaders 
on employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior 
through organizational identity was 0.267, with a 99% 
confidence interval (CI) of [0.156, 0.410], excluding 0. It 

Table 1 Results of Validation Factor Analysis

Model χ2 df χ2/df ∆χ2(∆df) CFI TLI RMSEA

Four-Factor Model 627.160 224 2.800 0.931 0.922 0.079
Three-Factor Modela 1041.263 227 4.587 414.103***(3) 0.861 0.845 0.112

Three-Factor Modelb 1381.685 227 6.087 754.525***(3) 0.803 0.780 0.134

Two-Factor Model 2813.761 229 12.287 2186.601***(5) 0.559 0.512 0.199
Single-Factor Model 3959.849 230 17.217 3332.689***(6) 0.363 0.300 0.239

Zero Model 6110.462 253 24.152

Notes: ***p<0.001; The three-factor model aself-sacrificing leadership + organizational identity, power distance, employee pro-organizational unethical behavior. Three- 
factor model bself-sacrificing leadership + power distance, organizational identity, employee pro-organizational unethical behavior; Two-factor model: self-sacrificing 
leadership + organizational identity + power distance, employee pro-organizational unethical behavior. One-factor model: self-sacrificing leadership + organizational identity 
+ power distance + employee pro-organizational unethical behavior. “+” indicates integration.

Table 2 Results of Descriptive Statistical Analysis of Variables

Variable Name Mean Standard 
Deviation

1 2 3 4 5 6

1.Gender 0.500 0.501

2.Age 2.213 1.016 −0.100

3.Education Degree 2.647 0.840 0.121* −0.080

4.Self-Sacrificing Leadership 4.187 0.654 0.013 −0.183** 0.148*

5.Organizational Identity 3.805 0.587 −0.053 0.084 0.086 0.503**

6.Power Distance 3.093 1.123 −0.020 −0.051 −0.092 −0.065 −0.095

7.Employee Pro-Organizational Unethical 

Behavior

3.873 0.833 −0.056 0.052 0.061 0.223** 0.414** 0.099

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, two-tailed test. Gender: male (0), female (1); age: 30 years old and below (1), 31–40 years old (2), 31–50 years old (3), 51 years old and above (4); 
education: high school (1), college (2), undergraduate (3), graduate (4).
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can be concluded that the mediating effect of organiza
tional identity is significant, and H2 is further supported.

Moderating Effect Analysis
As shown in Table 3, according to model 8, the interaction 
between self-sacrificial leadership and power distance has 
a negative impact on organizational identity significantly 
(β= −0.216, p<0.001), which indicates that power distance 
moderates the effect of self-sacrificing leadership on orga
nizational identity. Drawing on Aiken and West, an effect 

diagram of power distance moderating the relationship 
between self-sacrificing leadership and organizational iden
tity was produced29 in Figure 2. The results of the simple 
slope analysis indicated that the higher the employee power 
distance, the weaker the positive relationship between self- 
sacrificing leadership and organizational identity (b=0.190, 
t=4.166, p<0.001), and the lower the power distance of 
employees, the stronger the positive relationship between 
self-sacrificial leadership and organizational identity 
(b=0.434, t=9.905, p<0.001). So H3 got initial support.

Table 3 Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Variable Name Organizational 
Identity

Employee Pro-Organizational Unethical 
Behavior

Organizational 
Identity

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8

Gender −0.056 −0.045 −0.060 −0.055 −0.037 −0.037 −0.046 −0.043
Age 0.086 0.179* 0.052 0.093 0.017 0.022 0.175* 0.166*

Education Degree 0.100 0.027 0.073 0.041 0.032 0.030 0.023 0.013

Self-Sacrificing Leadership 0.533** 0.235** 0.025 0.529** 0.519**
Organizational Identity 0.408** 0.395**

Power Distance −0.051 −0.008

Self-Sacrificing Leadership × Power Distance −0.216**
R2 0.019 0.288 0.011 0.063 0.174 0.174 0.290 0.335

∆R2 - 0.269 - 0.052 0.163 0.163 0.279 0.324

F 1.798 28.395** 1.001 4.720* 14.760** 11.800** 22.920** 23.396**

Note: *p<0.01, **p<0.001.

Figure 2 Moderating effect of power distance on the relationship between self-sacrificing leadership and organizational identity.
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In this paper, Bootstrap method was used for the total 
effect moderation model analysis by using Mplus soft
ware, and the results are shown in Table 4. The results 
of the first stage show that the effect of self-sacrificing 
leadership on organizational identity was significant in 
both the low power distance (b=0.740, 99% CI=[0.594, 
0.911]) and high power distance (b=0.323, 99% CI= 
[0.155, 0.480]), and the difference (b=−0.417, 99% CI= 
[−0.642, −0.220]) was also significant, the H3 was further 
supported. The indirect effects of self-sacrificing leaders 
on employees’ pro-organizational non-ethical behavior 
through organizational identity are significant under the 
conditions of low power distance (b=0.278, 99% CI= 
[0.135, 0.452]) and high power distance (b=0.081, 99% 
CI= [0.021, 0.177]), and the difference (b= −0.196, 99% 
CI= [−0.377, −0.027]) were also significant, the H4 was 
supported.

Discussion
Based on the theory of social identity, this study reveals 
the influence mechanism of self-sacrificing leadership on 
employees’ pro-organization non-ethical behaviors from 
a new perspective, as well as the moderating effect of 
power distance and the mediating effect of organizational 
identity. But most of current research about leadership 
behaviors has focused more on transactional leadership,4 

inclusive leadership,5 ethical leadership,6 paternalistic 
leadership7 and so on, but the self-sacrificing leadership 
and the relationship between self-sacrificing leadership 
and non-ethical pro-organization behaviors have received 
little attention. Unethical behavior under the cloak of “pro- 
organization” has a potential destructive effect on stake
holders, organizations and even the whole society. It is of 
great practical significance to identify its influencing fac
tors and effectively avoid them.

Although the author has previously studied the rela
tionship between the self-sacrificing leadership and 

unethical pro-organization behaviors of employees, the 
role of organizational identification and power distance 
has not been considered. Therefore, this study provides 
a new research perspective to explore the relationship 
between self-sacrificing leadership and unethical pro- 
organization behaviors of employees and further enrich 
the internal mechanism between the two.

Theoretical Contributions and 
Management Implications
The theoretical implications of this paper lies in: first, it 
confirms the positive effect of self-sacrificing leadership 
on employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior. 
Scholars have explored the positive effects of self- 
sacrificing leadership on employees, such as effectively 
promoting employee performance,14 creativity13 and pro
social behavior,14 but their negative effects have received 
little attention. Different from “work performance”, 
unethical pro-organization behaviors of employees may 
bring some risks, which requires self-sacrificing leadership 
to play a more effective role so as to better manage 
unethical pro-organization behaviors of employees. This 
paper also reveals the relationship between self-sacrificial 
leadership and unethical pro-organization behaviors of 
employees, further enriching the antecedent variables of 
unethical pro-organization behaviors of employees. This 
paper finds that employees take self-sacrificing leaders as 
role models, learning from their dedication spirit and 
engaging in non-ethical behaviors that benefit the organi
zation and its members. This finding is also consistent with 
previous studies, such as paternalistic leadership has 
a positive impact on employees’ pro-organizational unethi
cal behavior.30

Secondly, it reveals the mediating mechanism that 
self-sacrificial leadership affects the employees’ pro- 
organizational non-ethical behavior. Some previous stu
dies have shown that organizational identity has 

Table 4 Results of the Total Effect Moderation Model Analysis

Moderating Variables Phase I Phase II Direct Effect Indirect Effects Total Effect

Low Power Distance 0.740** 0.375** 0.041 0.278** 0.319**
[0.594, 0.911]b [0.186, 0.558]b [−0.169, 0.249]a [0.135, 0.452]b [0.095, 0.56]b

High Power Distance 0.323** 0.252** −0.002 0.081** 0.079

[0.155, 0.480]b [0.057, 0.423]b [−0.16, 0.137]a [0.021, 0.177]b [−0.081, 0.232]a

Difference −0.417** −0.124 −0.043 −0.196** −0.24*

[−0.642,-0.220]b [−0.328, 0.079]a [−0.318, 0.198]a [−0.377, -0.027]b [−0.497, -0.011]a

Notes: a,bIndicate 95% and 99% confidence intervals, respectively. *p<0.05, **p<0.01.

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S339718                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14 2252

Yang et al                                                                                                                                                             Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


a positive impact on employees’ pro-organizational 
unethical behavior,4 and other studies have confirmed 
that self-sacrificial leaders have a positive predictive 
effect on organizational identity.9 However, so far, there 
are no related studies to discuss the above three concepts 
under the same theoretical framework. According to the 
study of Li,6 the promoting mechanism of self-sacrificing 
leadership and the formation mechanism of pro- 
organizational unethical behavior of employees can be 
explained by social identity theory. Following this logic, 
this paper constructs a theoretical model to confirm that 
organizational identity is the mediating variable between 
the two variables. This paper effectively reveals how 
self-sacrificial leadership influences unethical pro- 
organization behaviors of employees. Although relevant 
scholars have found that organizational identity can be 
a bridge connecting self-sacrificing leadership and 
employee behavior, the research on organizational iden
tity directly and effectively affects employee cognition, 
attitude and behavior from the same perspective is rela
tively weak, and scholars also strongly call for the 
exploration of its mediating effect. Based on this, from 
the perspective of social identity theory, this paper exam
ines and confirms the internal path of self-sacrificial 
leadership influencing unethical pro-organization beha
viors of employees through organizational identity, 
further enriching the mediating mechanism between 
them.

Thirdly, it defines the boundary conditions under 
which self-sacrificing leaders influence organizational 
identity. Power distance significantly negatively adjusts 
the influence of self-sacrificial leadership on organiza
tional identity, which means that employees with low 
power distance are more likely to produce organiza
tional identity in the face of self-sacrificial leadership, 
and vice versa. Most of the boundary condition studies 
on the effects of self-sacrificing leadership have dis
cussed the influence of employee traits such as defen
sive focus and leadership characteristics such as 
leadership typicality,27 but pay little attention to 
employees’ cultural values. This paper extends the exist
ing results on self-sacrificing leadership and organiza
tional identity by selecting power distance as 
a moderating variable for self-sacrificing leadership to 
influence organizational identity.

The non-ethical behavior under the guise of “pro- 
organization” has a potential destructive effect on stake
holders, organizations and even the society as a whole, and 

it is of great practical significance to identify their influen
cing factors and effectively avoid them. First, this paper 
finds that self-sacrificial leaders have an indirect positive 
impact on employees’ pro-organizational non-ethical beha
vior by positively affecting organizational identity, which 
suggests that enterprise managers should avoid employees’ 
pro-organizational non-ethical behavior by blindly learn
ing self-sacrificial leadership or highly identifying with the 
organization. Measures include spreading correct values, 
enhancing employees’ moral awareness, strengthening 
ethical training, improving employees’ moral sensitivity, 
promoting the construction of ethical rules and regulations, 
and restricting employees’ immoral behavior. Second, this 
paper finds that the higher the employee power distance is, 
the weaker the positive relationship between self- 
sacrificial leadership and organizational identity is; the 
lower the employee power distance is, and the stronger 
the positive relationship between self-sacrificial leadership 
and organizational identity is, which suggests that enter
prise managers should treat employees with different 
power distances differently and focus on low-power- 
distance employees who are more sensitive to self- 
sacrificial leaders. Measures include reducing their own 
authoritarian image, empowering employees, and so on.

Limitations and Future Research
The limitations of the study include the following three 
points: first, the questionnaires in this paper were all 
filled out by employees, which may have the problem of 
common method variance, which can be further 
improved in combination with experimental research in 
the future. Second, this paper only examines the mod
erating effect of power distance on the relationship 
between self-sacrificing leadership and organizational 
identity; other cultural value variables such as long- 
term orientation could be selected in the future. 
Finally, this paper does not discuss the influence of self- 
sacrifice leadership on leaders themselves. We believe 
that self-sacrificing leaders may act unethically. 
According to the moral permission theory, the moral 
behavior or social approval behavior made by indivi
duals in the past helps them accumulate moral 
reputation.25 Based on this, individuals who do bad 
things will get permission from themselves and others. 
Self-sacrificing leaders will show altruistic behaviors 
such as caring for employees’ needs and growth, and 
will choose to sacrifice their own personal interests for 
the benefit and well-being of employees. These acts of 

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S339718                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
2253

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                             Yang et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


self-sacrificing leadership confirm oneself as a person of 
high moral character and moral credibility. According to 
the moral permission theory, self-sacrificing leaders may 
then make unethical behavior, which needs to be further 
verified by future research.

Conclusions
Based on social identity theory, this paper focuses on the 
influence mechanism of self-sacrificing leadership on 
employees’ pro-organizational unethical behavior and the 
moderating role of power distance and the mediating role 
of organizational identity. The statistical analysis of 286 
samples of employees from 12 enterprises in Guizhou 
province showed that: self-sacrificing leaders positively 
influence employees’ pro-organizational unethical beha
vior indirectly through positively influencing organiza
tional identity; the higher the power distance of 
employees, the weaker the positive association between 
self-sacrificing leaders and organizational identity, and 
vice versa.
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