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ABSTRACT

In this article, we examine how individual-level psychological characteristics such as empowerment, integrity, humility, and need for
cognition influence sustainable leadership behavior in firms with levels of high and low entrepreneurial orientation (EO). For this, we
utilized fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis (fSQCA) using data from 2,117 employees working in firms located and operating in
different countries and diverse industries. Our results show that specific psychological characteristics possessed by the members of the
organizations can be beneficial for engaging in entrepreneurial activity in both high and low EO firms. Our results e.g. show that need
for cognition has a differential impact on sustainable leadership behavior in high and low EO firms. However, integrity is essential for
a high level of sustainable leadership behavior in both high as well as low EO firms.

Introduction

Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) is essential for en-
trepreneurial activity in organizations as it contributes
positively to organizational performance (Semrau et al.,
2016). EO is associated with innovativeness, risk-taking,
and proactiveness (Covin & Slevin, 1989), and existing re-
search suggests that leadership behavior influences the EO
in organizations (Carraher, 2014; Engelen et al., 2015) by
developing the organizational culture (Kunze et al., 2016)
and allocating resources (Hambrick & Mason, 1984).
While previous research has examined how leadership
behavior influences entrepreneurial activity (e.g., Covin
et al., 2020; Covin & Slevin, 1989; Engelen et al., 2015;
Muchiri & McMurray, 2015; Wales et al., 2020), a critical
gap remains in how employees’ individual psychological
characteristics influence sustainable leadership behavior in
entrepreneurially oriented organizations (Adomako et al.,
2021; Kraus, Burtscher et al., 2018), as suggested by Wales
et al. (2020), “...only a small number of studies examin-
ing the antecedents of EO” (p. 12). Additionally, research
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related to responsible and sustainable businesses are still
emerging (e.g., Chavez et al., 2020; Marcus & Roy, 2019).
To address this gap, we address the following questions:
How do employees’ psychological characteristics such as
empowerment, integrity, humility, and cognition influence
sustainable leadership behavior in organizations? How do
they differ in different contexts, i.e., high versus low EO
firms? By addressing these questions, we aim at gaining in-
sight into how organizations’ human resources can promote
activities conducive to EO.

We view sustainable leadership as behavior that “...
creates and preserves continuous learning, secures success
over time, sustains the leadership of others, addresses issues
of social justice, develops rather than depletes human and
material resources, develops environmental diversity and
capacity, and is actively engaged in the environment” (Di
Fabio & Peiro, 2018, p. 1). Leaders and employees can have
a bidirectional relationship. A leader may influence individ-
ual employees’ behavior in the organization through orga-
nizational culture (Rigtering et al., 2017) while employees’
actions can reflect leader behavior. These interactions influ-
ence individuals’ characteristics and changes within them-
selves (Khedhaouria et al., 2015; Maran et al., 2019; Sem-
mer & Schallberger, 1996).

By examining the relationship between employees’ in-
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dividual psychological characteristics, i.e., empowerment,
integrity, humility, cognition, and sustainable leadership be-
havior in EO firms, we contribute to extant research focus-
ing on the intersection of leadership and entrepreneurship
in high and low EO firms (Engelen et al., 2015; Wales et
al., 2020). To test the assumptions of this paper, we sur-
veyed 2,117 employees across firms in different industries,
suggesting that an organization’s members’ psychological
characteristics can be essential resources for EO firms. Our
results furthermore demonstrate the vital interrelation be-
tween individuals’ psychological traits and entrepreneurial
activity. We found that integrity and cognition are essen-
tial in high and low EO firms alike, but on different levels.
These traits not only influence the selection strategies of HR
to develop human capital for realizing the desired outcome,
but also contribute to sustainable leadership behavior aimed
at supporting entrepreneurial activity.

Second, we contribute to the organizational culture
literature by demonstrating the vital role of leadership be-
havior in motivating employees in low and high EO firms.
Using a configurational approach (e.g., Beynon et al., 2016;
Kraus, Ribeiro-Soriano et al., 2018; Rigtering et al., 2017)
allows us to specify interrelations between a set of inter-
related characteristics and better understand the role of
psychological traits that influence sustainable leadership
behavior.

Theoretical Framework
Social Exchanges and Sustainable Leadership Behavior

Social exchange theory suggests that social exchanges
involve interactions among individuals that lead to obliga-
tions (Emerson, 1976). These interactions tend to be inter-
dependent and often contingent on another person acting
(Blau, 1964). The relationship between an organization
(employees) and its leaders involves reciprocity and com-
mitment. For leaders to sustain their leadership behavior
that helps generate entrepreneurial activities (Kraus, Berch-
told et al., 2018; Maran et al., 2019), employees need to
be committed to performing their jobs and trust that their
efforts will be rewarded (Reichers, 1985). If a supervisor
treats his/her subordinates positively, such as providing or-
ganizational support or empowering them, then the recip-
rocating response can lead to commitment (Riggle et al.,
2009) and increased employee satisfaction (Suriyankiet-
kaew & Avery, 2014).

Servant leadership theory suggests that individuals
with servant leadership style place others’ interests ahead
of their own (van Dierendonck, 2011). They create a cul-
ture within an organization where employees/followers can
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grow (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). This person-oriented atti-
tude leads to positive exchange relationships among mem-
bers at different management levels, and this positive social
exchange motivates employees to behave or engage in ac-
tivities such as entrepreneurial activities (Bammens, 2016).

Sustainable Leadership Behavior and EO Firms

Leaders play an essential role in setting an organiza-
tion’s strategic and day-to-day decisions, creating orga-
nizational culture, establishing goals (Fernandez, 2008),
allocating resources to achieve these goals (Hambrick &
Mason, 1984), setting perceptions regarding organizational
climate (Kunze et al., 2016), and empowering the members
of the organization to realize the vision and goals (Westley
& Mintzberg, 1989). Compared to traditional leadership be-
havior, sustainable leadership behavior is a relatively new
concept (Avery 2005; Gerard et al., 2017; McCann & Sweet
2014). Sustainable leaders are concerned with “... creating
current and future profits for an organization while improv-
ing the lives of all concerned” (McCann & Holt, 2012, p.
209). Suriyankietkaew and Avery (2014) suggested that
sustainable leaders lead by combining stakeholders’ values
such as personal integrity, ethical behavior, trust, and man-
agement practices such as knowledge management and or-
ganizational culture to build capacity and skills.

EO firms often reflect strategic leadership behavior and
entrepreneurial organization culture (Miller, 1983; Wales et
al., 2020). Despite the importance of EO on firm perfor-
mance, organizations exhibit different EO levels (Adler et
al., 1999; Lomberg et al., 2017). Sustained entrepreneurial
leadership behavior is a necessary condition for organiza-
tions with an entrepreneurial posture, “which are those in
which particular behavioral patterns are recurring” (Covin
& Slevin, 1991, p. 8).

Individual-Level Perspective on Sustainable Leadership
Behavior

Employees and leaders have an interlocking two-way
relationship since an organization is any social structure or
system consisting of two or more interdependent persons
that work together in a coordinated manner to attain com-
mon goals (Baron, 1987, p. 10). In an EO organization,
employees’ entrepreneurial behavior is crucial (Ayuso &
Navarrete-Baez, 2018) since they help leaders sustain lead-
ership behavior that is important for entrepreneurial activ-
ity. Therefore, empowerment, humility, integrity, and em-
ployees’ cognitive components can help leaders develop an
entrepreneurial culture.
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Empowerment and Sustainable Leadership Behavior

Empowerment of employees entails transferring deci-
sion-making power to them (Kanter, 1977; Lawler et al.,
2001) to give them autonomy to execute their work (Seibert
et al., 2004). In this paper, empowerment entails the auton-
omy, power, and accountability employees perceive about
their work environment. By transferring decision-making
power and autonomy to employees, leaders signal a trust-
ing relationship. Trust between leaders and employees and
trust among employees is essential (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001;
Schoorman et al., 2007). In a high EO organization, trust
among the members can lead to social capital that maintains
sustainable leadership behavior that helps with risk-taking
and innovative behavior. On the other hand, a lack of trust
can lead to a self-protection mentality, which can negatively
affect EO (Colquitt et al., 2011).

Empowerment also means sharing important informa-
tion and knowledge with employees by giving them access
to sensitive information (Bowen & Lawler, 1995). For a
leader to sustain his/her leadership behavior, information
and knowledge enable employees to exercise their deci-
sion-making power (Robbins et al., 2002). An organization’s
empowerment culture allows members to share information
and knowledge to establish shared mental models among
employees (Combs et al., 2006). This shared mental model
promotes similar attitudes and beliefs regarding the impor-
tance of entrepreneurial behavior and the steps necessary to
accomplish tasks for entrepreneurship (Cannon-Bowers &
Salas, 2001). Empowerment enhances employees’ human
capital by allowing opportunities to take advantage of their
knowledge resources and gain knowledge from leaders and
followers (Jiang et al., 2012).

Empowerment also allows employees to engage in
autonomous action (Robbins et al., 2002). Entrepreneur-
ship-related activities in organizations require individuals
to engage in idea generation, and other activities require
risk-taking without fear of reprimand (Somech & Drach-Za-
havy, 2013). Empowerment enhances employees’ motiva-
tion, organizational commitment, and social exchange rela-
tionships (Maynard et al., 2012).

Proposition 1. Empowerment is more strongly related to
sustained leadership behavior in high EO firms than in low
EO firms.

Linking Integrity and Sustainable Leadership Behavior

The Latin word infegritas means “wholeness,” “com-
pleteness,” “honesty,” but also “decency” and “modesty.”
According to Furrow (2005), integrity can be defined as see-

61

Journal of Small Business Strategy / Vol. 31, No. 3 (2021) / 59-71

ing it as “the extent to which our various commitments form
a harmonious, intact whole” (p. 136). Two essential criteria
need to be fulfilled: consistency and coherence (McFall,
1987). An individual might be characterized as a person or
a whole if she has well-developed ideas and is consistent
in pursuing them. It means that individuals make decisions
based on the same principles and similarly resolve them in
similar situations. Integrity is established early in life and
influenced by the family and the immediate environment
(Tasoulis et al., 2019).

Research has shown that integrity is crucial not only
for leadership but also for a firm’s general approach to eth-
ics and governance (Wei et al., 2020). Integrity helps with
having healthy, sustainable organizations that operate in
favor of all stakeholders. Leadership sets the entire compa-
ny’s tone and expectations (Tasoulis et al., 2019). Further-
more, McCann and Sweet (2014) claim that “if leaders lack
integrity and sustainable leadership behaviors, they may be
unable to achieve the strategic goals of the organization and
may place their organizations in challenging situations that
result in compliance issues, poor decision making, morale
problems, and communication issues” (p. 381).

Existing research shows that integrity has a bidirec-
tional relationship between employees and leaders’ behav-
ior (Simons et al., 2007; Vogelgesang et al., 2013). Often,
in an organization, leadership behavior related to integrity
can become the organization (Leroy et al., 2012a ; Simons,
2002). If the leadership behavior does not reflect integrity, it
reflects poorly on the organization, and this lack of integrity
spills over to the employees (Simons et al., 2007; Vogelge-
sang et al., 2013). Empirical studies suggest a positive rela-
tionship between employees’ integrity and sustainable lead-
ership behavior through organizational commitment (Leroy
et al., 2012a, b). If a leader is perceived as having high lev-
els of integrity by the employees, then trust between leaders
can be built, which in turn can increase work engagement,
improved commitment, and job satisfaction (Avolio &
Gardner, 2005; Tasoulis et al., 2019), displaying the power
of this trait. Individuals with high levels of integrity focus
on developing and maintaining caring relationships (Dunn,
2009).

Employees’ lack of integrity has negative consequenc-
es for an organization’s entrepreneurship-related activity
through employees’ lack of commitment to an organization.
Entrepreneurial activity tends to flourish in an organization
where leaders support these activities (Vecchio, 2003) at a
good time and at a time of crisis. Leaders show support for
entrepreneurial activities through their behavior. If employ-
ees do not have integrity and do not trust that their leaders
have integrity, they may scale back their entrepreneurial ac-
tivity (Greenberg, 1990; Meyer et al., 2017). For instance,
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if employees believe that they will not be treated fairly by
their leaders for undertaking the entrepreneurial activity,
they may not be committed to their activity. Greenberg’s
(1990) study shows that employees’ commitment to the or-
ganization is affected by their belief that their efforts will be
rewarded; they believe that leaders have integrity. There-
fore, having a workforce with integrity can be crucial for
entrepreneurial-oriented organizations.

Proposition 2. Integrity is more strongly related to sus-
tained leadership behavior in high EO firms than in low EO
firms.

Relationship between Humility and Sustainable Leader-
ship Behavior

Humility is viewed as a stable personality trait (Sun,
2013). A person possessing this attribute “is able to put
aside, or even abandon altogether, his or her position, ac-
complishment, and talents, in order to utilize the talents of
others” (Sun, 2013, p. 548). Marcus and Roy (2019) found
that the existence of the Honesty-Humility trait appears to
be a safeguard against unethical and harmful behaviors in
organizations.

Humility can be an essential character for both employ-
ees and leaders to sustain the leadership behavior conducive
to an organization’s entrepreneurial activity. Entrepreneur-
ial activity often entails team members working together to
bring a project to fusion. Employees’ and leaders’ humility
can influence their emotions, influencing their cognition,
decision-making, and behavior (Isen, 1993; Baron, 2008).
Employees with humility can understand their strengths
and weaknesses and appreciate team members’ strengths.
Sustainable leadership behavior in Entrepreneurial Firms
entails learning from others. Both the leaders’ and mem-
bers’ humility enable them to learn from each other (Wang
et al., 2017). In high EO firms, a learning environment can
influence the firms’ entrepreneurship-related activity. Hum-
ble leaders can set an example of having an open-mind by
showing they understand their limitations and are willing to
learn from others.

Humble leaders can also reduce the faultlines — frac-
tures within teams in an organization; faultlines influence
team performance through conflicts in teams, reduced col-
laboration, and less willingness to share task-related infor-
mation (Antino et al., 2019). Entrepreneurial activity within
organizations requires team involvement and productive
team performance. Team members often have a diverse
background, an experience that influences their cognition
and contribution to the team (van Knippenberg et al., 2004).
While diverse experience can positively impact team perfor-
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mance, managing diversity can be an essential component
for sustainable entrepreneurial activity in an organization
(Joshi & Roh, 2009); it also is a hindrance to entrepreneur-
ial activity (Thatcher & Patel, 2012). Humble leaders can
influence employees’ attitudes and behavior through social
cues such as listening to different views and understand-
ing different viewpoints. (Griffin, 1983; Owens & Hekman,
2012).

Humility in organizations can also promote creativity
in an organization. Creativity is an essential component of
high entrepreneurship-oriented organizations. Existing re-
search suggests that leaders’ humility influences employees’
creativity (Wang et al., 2017) by appealing to their achieve-
ment needs. McClelland (1961) suggests that entrepreneur-
ial individuals have a strong need for achievement. Humble
leaders can appeal to their needs by communicating that
mistakes are tolerated, and learning from failure is wel-
come, both of which are important for entrepreneurial-ori-
ented organizations (Owens et al., 2013; Shepherd, 2003).
This social cue can influence attitudes toward entrepreneur-
ial activity (Hon et al., 2013; Zhang & Bartol, 2010).

Proposition 3. Humility is more strongly related to sus-
tained leadership behavior in high EO firms than in low EO
firms.

Linkage between Need for Cognition and Sustainable
Leadership Behavior

In this paper, we align our view of the need for cog-
nition with Cacioppo et al. (1984). The study refers to the
need for cognition (NC henceforth) as an “individual’s ten-
dency to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive endeavors”
(p- 306). Thus, people high in NC thinking get enjoyment
and satisfaction from complex problems, while people low
in NC thinking view complex problems as a burdensome
obligation and only engage in them when some incentive
and (or) reason is present (Petty et al., 2009). In a high EO
organization, the psychological trait, need for cognition, is
needed since situations might arise when employees and
leaders need to “rethink current strategic actions, organiza-
tion structure, communication systems, corporate culture,
asset deployment, investment strategies, in short, every as-
pect of an organization’s operation and long-term health”
(Hitt et al., 1998, p. 26). Therefore, both sustainable leader-
ship and employees require NC.

Cognition requires knowledge and information and an
individual’s capacity to work with this knowledge/infor-
mation. In this context, general intelligence is one critical
aspect, yet domain-specific cognitive skills (i.e., skills that
emerge through experience and active practice) may be
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more critical when considering a person’s emergence and
performance, such as leaders (Mumford et al., 2015). Previ-
ous research has found that people high in NC are not only
engaged in more thinking about all kinds of information,
they are also more aware of their thinking, which Schraw
and Dennison (1994) call metacognition. Metacognition
allows an individual to understand their ability, control in-
formation processing, and reflect on their learning. Tam and
Ho (2005), who studied the effects of web specialization
in the context of persuasion, found that people low in NC
have little motivation to exert cognitive effort to evaluate
the merits of alternative information and processing. They
tend to rely on recommendations provided by personalized
agents. In high EO firms, low NC tends to be less produc-
tive than high NC individuals, as Wu et al. (2014) study
suggested. The study found a positive association between
NC and innovative behavior.

In EO firms, leaders need to motivate employees to en-
gage in entrepreneurial activity, and while engaged in these
activities, unexpected situations may arise. To sustain en-
trepreneurial activity in organizations, leaders also need to
maintain their behavior to sustain entrepreneurial activity.
Existing research shows that leaders’ cognition is essential
for resource accessibility, providing support when there is
a lack of social/structural support (Mumford et al., 2007).
Leaders’ cognition is also crucial for framing a problem,
gaining support for their projects, identifying alternatives
for solutions (Groschl et al., 2019; Partlow et al., 2015).
Studies also suggest that sustainable leadership behavior is
crucial for organizations to outperform during crises (Mc-
Cann & Sweet, 2014; Varma, 2020).

Proposition 4. Need for cognition is more strongly related
to sustained leadership behavior in high EO firms than in
low EO firms.

Method
Data Description and Sample

The data used in this article was collected by the pri-
vate research company Praditus, www.praditus.com, which
is recognized by the French Ministry of Research and Ed-
ucation. The company provides a web and mobile applica-
tion on which companies offer their employees from across
the globe behavioral measures scientifically validated and
aligned with their company’s values and leadership models.
Employees with different roles within the organization can
freely use the platform as part of their development journey
during their tenure with the company. In exchange, employ-
ees receive feedback on their profile and opportunities for
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development.

In the present study, the sample consists of 2,117 em-
ployees, of which 39.1% are female, and 48.5% are male;
12.4% did not provide any information. This sample was
selected randomly from a data set containing more than 70
million (1 item = one answer) answers for various scales.
We selected all employees who responded to all the dimen-
sions relevant for the present study.

The firms involved are representing different coun-
tries (e.g., France, Germany, Italy, Spain, the UK etc.) and
operating in diverse industries (i.e., aeronautics; banking;
car rentals; energy and construction; executive education;
transportation; pharmaceutics; retail; services; and telecom-
munications). Members of the firms were invited to partic-
ipate anonymously via email and linked to an established
online survey system. All the constructs and scales were im-
plemented in this platform in 2019 as part of leadership de-
velopment programs. Unlike most other academic research,
the way Praditus is collecting its data is neither cross-sec-
tional nor longitudinal, but rather potentially never-ending.
(Although for this work here, of course, data has been ex-
tracted at one single point of time.)

Outcome Variable

To measure sustainable leadership behavior, we adapt-
ed the measures from Di Fabio and Peird (2018), consist-
ing of the following items: 1) I create sustainable learning
conditions that I take care to preserve, 2) [ develop, rather
than exhaust, the human resources that work with me, 3)
I support my collaborators in their personal/career growth,
4) I leave out the superfluous by focusing resources on the
crucial aspects of work. For both the outcome variable as
well as for the explanatory factors, respondents were asked
to select their choice on the 5-point Likert scale from 1 =
totally disagree to 5 = totally agree.

Explanatory Factors (Conditions)

We adapted our measures for empowerment from Sp-
reitzer (1995). Respondents were asked the following ques-
tions: 1) The work I do is very important to me; 2) My job
activities are personally meaningful to me; 3) The work |
do is meaningful to me; 4) I am confident about my ability
to do my job; 5) I am self-assured about my capabilities
to perform my work activities; 6) I have mastered the skill
necessary to perform my job; 7) I have significant auton-
omy in determining how I do my job; 8) I can decide on
my own to go about doing my work; 9) I have considerable
opportunity for independence and freedom in how I do my
job; 10) My impact on what happens in my department is
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large; 11) I have a great deal of control over what happens
in my department; 12) I have significant influence over
what happens in my department. Integrity was measured by
the following questions developed by Black and Reynolds
(2016): 1) I try hard to act honestly in most things I do; 2)
Not hurting other people is one of the rules I live by; 3) It is
important for me to treat other people fairly; 4) I want other
people to know they can rely on me; 5) I always act in ways
that do the most good and least harm to other people; 6) If
doing something will hurt another person, I try to avoid it
even if no one would know; 7) One of the most important
things in life to do what you know is right; 9) I always keep
my promises; 10) I am true to my own values; 11) Once I've
made up my mind about what is the right thing to do I make
sure [ do it.

Humility was measured based on the following ques-
tions adapted from de Vries (2013): 1) I find it difficult to
lie; 2) I would like to know how to make lots of money in a
dishonest manner; 3) I want to be famous; 4) I am entitled
to special treatment. For the last three items, the scale was
reversed.

For need for cognition, we used measures developed
by Cacioppo and Petty (1982) and Tam and Ho (2005): 1)
I prefer to do something that challenges my thinking abil-
ities rather than something that requires little thought; 2) I
prefer complex problems to simple problems; 3) [ don’t like
to have to do a lot of thinking; 4) I try to avoid situations
that require thinking in-depth about something; 5) Thinking
hard and for a long time about something gives me little
satisfaction.

Entrepreneurial orientation was assessed with its sep-
arate dimensions of innovativeness (three items), proactive-
ness (three items), and risk-taking (six items), using items
based on Covin et al. (2020).

Item-to-total correlations and Cronbach’s o are mea-
sures of internal consistency that range from 0 to 1. Values
of item-to-total correlations indicate the correlations of the
item to the summated scale score, and Cronbach’s a indi-
cates how closely related a set of items are as a group. Most
values of item-to-total correlations exceed or were close to
0.5, while the values of Cronbach’s a exceed or were close
to 0.6. In addition to the values of Cronbach’s a, Table 1
displays also the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values for the
items. Table 2 shows the description of individuals (e.g.,
gender, education, position).

Analysis
Data were analyzed using the fuzzy-set qualitative

comparative analysis (fsSQCA) technique. Compared to the
standard regression techniques based on correlations and
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Table 1
Values of KMO and Cronbach'’s Alpha
tems KMO  “Upha
Sustainable
Leadership Behavior 0.663 0.604
Empowerment 12 0.815 0.852
Integrity 8 0.758 0.734
Humility 4 0.605 0.431
Cognition 5 0.774 0.771
Table 2
Description of individual respondents
Variable Frequency Percent
Business Director 575 27.20
Responsibility g 10vee 866 40.90
Manager 592 28.00
N. A. 84 4.00
Gender of Female 827 39.10
Respondents  Male 1026 48.50
N. A. 264 12.50
Years of less than 1 year 33 1.60
Experience 1-5 years 166 7.80
5-10 years 227 10.70
more than 10 1591 75.20
years
N. A. 100 4.70
Bachelors 299 14.10
Degree Engineer 397 18.80
I(;Ii;gllgnslzhool 75 350
Masters 943 44.50
PhD 67 3.20
Technical degree 207 9.80
Other diplomas 6 0.30
No degree 22 1.00
N. A. 101 4.80

assumed symmetry, fSQCA does not have the symmetry
restrictions (Beynon et al., 2016; Kraus, Ribeiro-Soriano
et al., 2018). Moreover, in comparison with variable-based
approaches, fSQCA uses a set-theoretic approach or asym-
metric thinking in data analysis and focuses on configu-
rations for testing social science theories or assumptions
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rather than having a net effect estimation approach. In other
words, fSQCA can further produce causal conditions that
are sufficient for the outcome based on Boolean algebra.
fsQCA is consistent with set-theory and formal logic. A
fsQCA allows translation of the causal principle of QCA —
a binary representation of the presence of some conditions
for a given (also binary) outcome — to continuous variables
by introducing fuzzy sets that represent the magnitude of
membership (e.g., 0.05 for non-membership, 0.95 for full
membership, 0.5 for crossover membership). According to
the user’s guide to fSQCA from Ragin (2017), this study set
original values of 1.0, 5.0, and 3.0 from a 5-point Likert-
type scale into a fuzzy set to correspond to these member-
ships. In the second step, this study contributed to combine
relevant antecedents (i.e., empowerment, integrity, humil-
ity, and need for cognition) into various configurations to
identify sufficient conditions for achieving high sustain-
able leadership behavior in high and low entrepreneurial
oriented firms. Therefore, there were 16 (i.e., 2¢) logically
possible combinations of values on the causal conditions
in the truth table. This study recognized configurations by
specifying the consistent cutoff value as .75 and the num-
ber-of-cases threshold as one and then used standard anal-
ysis to generate the solution. Ragin (2017) indicated that
standard analysis could provide complex, parsimonious,

Table 3
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and intermediate solutions, and partial logical remainders
are incorporated into the intermediate solution. According-
ly, this study employed intermediate solutions of standard
analysis to explore sufficient conditions for achieving high
sustainable leadership behavior.

Following similar studies using fsSQCA in an entrepre-
neurship context (e.g., Palmer et al., 2019), the sample was
split into two groups; a group high on entrepreneurial orien-
tation and a group low on entrepreneurial orientation. These
two groups were developed based on the mean (i.e., 2.8858)
of the summated scale (i.e., EO, entrepreneurial orientation)
of risk-taking, proactiveness, and innovativeness.

Results

Table 3 highlights all configurations. The solid black
circles represent the presence of a variable (condition),
white circles represent the absence (negation) of a variable,
and black cells represent the irrelevance/do not care con-
dition for sustainable leadership behavior (Ragin, 2008).
These six combinations are relevant for organizations high
and low on entrepreneurial orientation. As there is more
than one configuration, one can assume several alternative
paths to sustainable leadership behavior.

Results of sQCA - Explaining sustainable leadership behavior

Combination to Sustainable Leadership Behavior

High EO Firms (n = 1129)

Low EO Firms (n = 988)

Condition Al A2 A3 B1 B2 B3
Empowerment ° °
Integrity ° ° °
Humility ° °
Cognition ° ° o °
Consistency 0.99 0.97 0.99 0.97 0.96 0.97
Raw Coverage 0.95 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.96 0.97
Unique Coverage 0 0.02 0 0 0.02 0.01
Solution Consistency 0.97 0.99
Solution Coverage 0.98 0.95

Table 3 also presents all-important consistency and
coverage statistics for all configurations. All consistency
and coverage values shown in the table comply with the
required levels. The solution consistency values are also
at least 0.74, indicating that the configurations are suffi-
cient conditions leading to sustainable leadership behav-
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ior (Ragin, 2008). For example, this means that in terms
of consistency (A2), 97% of the firms are characterized by
sustainable leadership behavior when they possess the pre-
sented combination of antecedent and characteristics. Cov-
erages represent information about the proportion of cas-
es that explain the outcome; our smallest coverage is 0.93
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(A2), suggesting that a significant proportion of cases are
being explained. All three paths for the high Entrepreneurial
Firms explain that 98% of sustainable leadership behavior,
while three paths for the low Entrepreneurial Firms explain
95%.

Causal Configurations for Organizations High on En-
trepreneurial Orientation

Three paths can explain sustainable business behavior
by organizations high on entrepreneurial orientation. All
paths fulfill the minimum requirements for consistency (>
0.75). Additionally, all conditions assumed to influence sus-
tainable leadership behavior are relevant in at least one of
the three paths. Path A1 indicates that the presence of integ-
rity in combination with cognition contributes to sustain-
able leadership behavior. In this path, empowerment and
humility are absent. Path A2 shows that organizations high
on entrepreneurial orientation can have sustainable leader-
ship behavior when integrity and humility are present. Path
A3, on the other hand, suggests that sustainable leadership
behavior can be reached through empowerment and cogni-
tion.

Causal Configurations for Organizations Low on Entre-
preneurial Orientation

Three paths can also explain sustainable leadership be-
havior by organizations low on entrepreneurial orientation.
Path B1 indicates that the presence of integrity contributes
to sustainable leadership behavior when cognition is absent.
Paths B2 and B3 are the same as Paths A2 and A3.

Discussion and Conclusion

Existing literature has examined the influence of top
management style and other organizational configurations
and their influence on EO. There are limited studies that
have examined how an important resource, employees
characteristics, fits in this model. By employing a config-
urational fSQCA, in this paper, we examined the relation-
ship between employees’ psychological characteristics and
sustainable leadership behavior in EO firms. Interesting-
ly, results show that combinations of psychological traits
(empowerment, integrity, humility, and need for cognition)
and their influence on sustainable leadership behavior are
consistent across the study’s organizations. Rather, the EO
of an organization dictates the benefit of the psychological
characteristics.

In Proposition 1, we assumed that empowerment
would positively influence sustainable leadership behavior
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in high EO firms. Our results indicate that empowerment
is not a significant component for sustainable leadership in
either high or low EO firms. In Proposition 2, we assumed
that integrity would have a positive influence on sustainable
leadership behavior. Our findings indicate integrity to be
important in two out of three combinations for high and low
EO firms. In Propositions 3 and 4, we assumed humility and
cognition would be positively associated with sustainable
leadership behavior. The findings suggest that there is more
robust support for Proposition 4 than for Proposition 3. In
other words, the configurations for high and low EO are
similar but not necessarily identical. One difference found
is for path A1 (organizations high on EO) and B1 (organiza-
tions low on EO). In a high EO organization, both integrity
and cognition can promote sustainable leadership behavior,
while in a low EO organization, the presence of integrity
and absence of cognition can contribute to sustainable lead-
ership behavior. This difference is likely to be explained by
the fact that in organizations high on EO, more employees
want to actively drive innovation or entrepreneurial activi-
ties than the employees in organizations low on EO.

Entrepreneurship literature has long viewed resourc-
es such as human capital, knowledge, and entrepreneurial
mindset as necessary resources for organizations’ entre-
preneurial activity (Davidsson & Honig, 2003; McGrath
& MacMillan, 2000). Ireland et al. (2003) suggested that
cognition is vital for decision-making in a dynamic envi-
ronment where goals are changing, and this change brings
in new opportunities. Our study results indicate that the
need for cognition that allows members of an organization
to adapt to the changing environment is also associated with
integrity. A combination of both the need for cognition and
integrity are essential resources for an organization’s mem-
bers. People generally firmly hold on to their moral identity
since they want to maintain self-consistency (Blasi, 2004)
that often motivates their actions. Therefore, the integrity
of a group/member of the organization can be an essential
resource in an entrepreneurial firm since they often have to
attain resources from external sources.

In EO firms, the leaders can help develop or strengthen
the integrity of the organizations. This finding is fascinating
and relevant for the EO literature as it adds to the under-
standing of the link between EO and sustainable leadership
behavior that influence firm performance, thus contributing
to recent debates (Adomako et al., 2021; Wales et al., 2020).
As regards the latter, it underlines, in particular, the need for
leaders to have an in-depth understanding of the people and
their characteristics. Additionally, suggesting the organiza-
tional context is vital to consider for leadership.

Our findings have practical implications too. First, for
practitioners, such as managers, it is crucial to understand
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that there is more than just one way to see sustainable lead-
ership behavior in EO firms. This study already provides
six paths that lead to sustainable leadership behavior. The
study further implies that firms should also understand the
importance of employees’ psychological characteristics to
lead sustainably. Moreover, being low (high) on EO does
not necessarily have to result in underdeveloped sustainable
leadership behavior. The findings should be interesting for
organizations’ HR departments, too, as they provide useful
information for training and further education towards sus-
tainable business practices in Entrepreneurial Firms.

Limitations

As with every research, our study has some limitations.
First, even though fsQCa helps us identify causal configura-
tions, this approach only allows one outcome variable (Kent
& Argouslidis, 2005). Furthermore, there could be other
psychological traits for sustainable leadership behavior to
consider. Future research could address these limitations
and further develop the study results by exploring different
paths for different types of organizations to improve sus-
tainable leadership behavior in more depth. Scholars should
also examine approaches to sustainable leadership behavior
among organizations low on EO and organizations high on
EO operating in distinct business contexts. Institutional and
socio-cultural structures may influence the desirability of
sustainable leadership behavior.
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