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Bootlegging innovation behavior poses challenges to organizational management but significantly contributes to development and innovation. The relationship between leadership style and bootlegging innovation behavior is particularly noteworthy. Ethical leadership often instills a sense of reliability and integrity in employees, fostering trust and reciprocity, which benefits both leaders and the organization. To investigate how ethical leadership enhances employees' willingness to innovate and engage in innovative behavior, this study collected survey data from 382 private-sector employees in southeast China. The findings revealed a positive correlation between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. Furthermore, psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement were found to mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. The integrity and inclusiveness demonstrated by ethical leadership help employees feel valued, enhancing their psychological wellbeing. This, in turn, increases their psychological entitlement and willingness to realize their self-worth, making them more inclined to put innovative ideas into practice—even without explicit authorization. The key contribution of this study lies in identifying the chain-mediating effect of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement in the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. By exploring this complex and nuanced process, the study provides actionable recommendations for fostering bootlegging innovation behavior among employees. It also broadens the research scope of bootlegging innovation and offers fresh perspectives for future research endeavors.
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Introduction

Innovation is an important way to help companies maintain and expand their competitive advantage in the process of organizational development and change (Tushman and O'Reilly, 2002). The growth and profitability of a business are closely linked to the spirit of innovation in the organization (Antoncic, 2007). Organizational innovation is triggered by both a deliberate top-down management approach and a bottom-up burst process (Grant, 2003; Globocnik et al., 2022). The spirit of innovation depends on the individual behavior of employees in the organization, and they can innovate with or without formal authorization from management (Krueger and Buchwald, 2023). Therefore, it is important to understand how to promote innovative behavior among members of organization (Krueger et al., 2000). One form of innovation that deserves attention is that employees sometimes ignore the organization's institutional rules and compliance procedures to articulate their original ideas (Kanter, 2006). This is called bootlegging innovation behavior, which is a specific form of innovation in which researchers completely ignore management directives, act covertly, and decide on their own to invest in company resources and pursue inventive ideas (Augsdorfer, 2005). Through this bottom-up, unplanned creative activity, innovative ideas that benefit the organization are generated and elaborated upon without authorization (Augsdorfer, 2005; Globocnik et al., 2022). From an individual perspective, bootlegging provides more freedom to explore uncharted territory, giving employees a greater competitive advantage over colleagues who do not engage in this behavior (March, 1991). From an organizational perspective, this behavior enables individuals to develop and innovate more and create value for the organization (Criscuolo et al., 2014). Bootlegging can help organizations overcome innovation inertia, identify and exploit opportunities that are not considered in the organization's pre-planned strategies, and promote innovation at a lower additional cost (Koch and Leitner, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary to discuss the causes of employee bootlegging innovation behavior, pay attention to its importance in the organization, and promote it to improve the competitive advantage of enterprises and promote their sustainable development.

According to previous research, the factors influencing employee bootlegging innovation behavior include leadership behavior, individual job design, and personal factors. In organizations, negative leadership styles, such as abusive supervision, can lead to decreased job satisfaction (Wang et al., 2020), less work engagement (Ampofo, 2021), and reduced bootlegging innovation behaviors (Wang X. L. et al., 2023). Incentives for entrepreneurial self-efficacy, strategic autonomy, and innovative achievements have led to increased employee bootlegging (Globocnik and Salomo, 2015). In terms of individual employee factors, the risk propensity of individual employees directly affects bootlegging innovation behavior, especially when managers encourage innovation (Globocnik, 2019). Studies have shown that employees need to feel empowered and motivated to take entrepreneurial action (Morrison and Phelps, 1999; Goldsby et al., 2006). Thus, leadership styles related to employee motivation to engage in innovation (Schuckert et al., 2018), psychological wellbeing (He et al., 2019), and psychological entitlement (Mao et al., 2023) can explain the emergence of bootlegged innovation behavior. This study suggests that a positive leadership style is a key factor in increasing employees' specific innovation behaviors, and ethical leadership is directly related to bootlegging innovation behaviors. Ethical leadership refers to demonstrating normative and appropriate behavior through personal and interpersonal actions and promoting this to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making (Brown et al., 2005). Ethical leadership has two components: moral and ethical (Khan and Javed, 2018). Ethical leadership places high value on personal morality, deliberately shapes the role of ethical behavior, and creates accountability by linking employees' ethical behavior to the organizational performance management system and thus to rewards and punishments (Brown and Treviño, 2006; Khan and Javed, 2018).

Regarding the influence mechanism of leader behavior on employees' bootlegging innovation behavior, scholars have studied the indirect effects on behavior of factors such as paradoxical leadership (Yang et al., 2024), abusive supervision (Wang X. L. et al., 2023), and ethical leadership from the perspective of gender similarity (Li et al., 2021), but they have not been explored from other perspectives. When investigating complex social phenomena or behaviors, a single perspective may be insufficient to fully capture their multidimensional characteristics (Canter, 2012). Adopting multiple perspectives allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior, contributes to the development of a more robust knowledge framework, and enhances the external validity and practical applicability of research findings. For instance, a sociological perspective on ethical leadership may focus on the dynamics between leaders and organizational members (Neves and Story, 2015), whereas an economic perspective might emphasize the effects of piracy innovation on market competition (Bradley and Kolev, 2023). In this context, the present study adopts an employee psychological perspective. Specifically, it seeks to address the following three research questions: Is bootlegging innovation behavior a form of disregard for managerial authority (Augsdorfer, 2005), and does ethical leadership directly lead to this behavior? How does ethical leadership affect employees' bootlegging innovation behavior? How does ethical leadership affect bootlegging innovation behavior from the perspective of employee psychology?

Previous research has suggested that the psychological wellbeing that arises or increases when employees are influenced by ethical leadership leads to persistent positive perceptions of themselves (De Roeck and Farooq, 2018; Ilyas et al., 2023). In such cases, employees' sense of entitlement and worthiness is enhanced (Ciulla, 2004; Lennick and Kiel, 2011). Psychological entitlement increases employees' willingness to actively participate in a company's activities, which is a phenomenon that often occurs when employees are aware of positive feedback and fairness within the organization (Galvin et al., 2015; Kurth, 2023). When creative proposals are rejected, employees remain positive about themselves and the organization and do not abandon their ideas but instead go underground (Criscuolo et al., 2014; Mainemelis and Sakellariou, 2023). Therefore, this study suggests that psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior.

This study considers ethical leadership as an antecedent of bootlegging innovation behavior and argues that the former has a positive impact on the latter. This is one of the first studies to explore how positive leadership promotes bootlegging innovation behaviors among employees. There have been many studies that have shown that ethical leadership has a positive impact on employees' innovative behavior and performance (Ahmed Iqbal et al., 2020; Ullah et al., 2021; Hoang et al., 2023). By focusing on positive ethical leadership behavior, this study examines the influence mechanism of ethical leadership on employees' bootlegging innovation behavior. This study argues that psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' bootlegging innovation behavior, and explores the sequential mediation role of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement. This study responds to the call of Globocnik et al. (2022) to consider bootlegging innovation behavior as a trend from an organizational perspective and contributes to further expanding the field of research on bootlegging innovation behavior.



Theory and hypotheses


Ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior

This study argues that ethical leadership, as a fair and tolerant leadership style, directly impacts employees' bootlegging innovation behavior. Ethical leadership is defined as demonstrating normatively appropriate behavior through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and promoting this conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making (Brown et al., 2005; Shiundu, 2024). This emphasizes that ethical leadership is a perceptible behavior designed to benefit employees (Den Hartog, 2015). Brown et al. (2005) argued that the core components of ethical leadership include acting fairly, allowing opinions to be heard, and rewarding moral behavior. Scholars have also considered sustainability and social or broader rights issues (Kalshoven et al., 2011). From the perspective of social influence, some scholars believe that ethical leadership is the process of using group activities to achieve goals in a socially responsible way (Den Hartog and De Hoogh, 2009; Aronson, 2001). In this approach, ethical leaders are driven by moral beliefs and caring values, and their goal is to make their actions and judgments beneficial to followers, organizations, and society (Kalshoven et al., 2011; Den Hartog, 2015; Shiundu, 2024). Based on the social exchange theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), the reciprocal obligation model arises from a relationship that develops through a series of mutual exchanges (Masterson et al., 2000). Over time, the norm of reciprocity causes followers to repay fair and caring treatment from ethical leaders by demonstrating the desired behavior (Walumbwa et al., 2011; Piecek, 2023), which also involves a wide range of constructive behaviors to the work team or organization (Kalshoven et al., 2013; Den Hartog, 2015). This study suggests that under such circumstances, ethical leadership has a positive impact on employees' bootlegging innovation behavior and promotes its generation.

Bootlegging innovation behavior refers to the actions of employees who engage in pre-development activities without official authorization or supervisory oversight. These individuals often utilize their own resources, which go unnoticed during the exploration phase, and circumvent formal communication channels when promoting their ideas (Howell and Higgins, 1990). Such behavior occurs “underground,” making it challenging to control through traditional management practices (Globocnik and Salomo, 2015; Yang et al., 2024). It embodies a paradoxical nature, where legitimate ends are pursued through potentially unlawful means (Criscuolo et al., 2014). Moreover, bootlegging innovation behavior represents a broader concept that encompasses, but is not limited to, creative deviance (Yang et al., 2024). Creative deviance specifically describes situations in which employees persist in developing new ideas despite explicit directives from leaders to cease such activities. Bootlegging innovation behavior broadly captures the phenomenon of employees initiating and advancing new ideas without organizational approval or in direct violation of managerial orders (Lin et al., 2016; Globocnik, 2023). Examining the antecedents of bootlegging innovation behavior offers insights into a wider spectrum of factors that influence employees' independent generation and development of innovative ideas (Yang et al., 2024). This study posits that ethical leadership positively influences employees' propensity for bootlegging innovation behavior. Employees are inclined to engage in constructive activities, such as bootlegging innovation, as a form of reciprocation for the fair and supportive treatment provided by ethical leaders (Kalshoven et al., 2013; Den Hartog, 2015). Furthermore, this behavior is more likely to emerge when leaders adhere to formal rules while tolerating certain employee violations (Criscuolo et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2024). The fair and supportive conduct demonstrated by ethical leadership fosters a sense of psychological safety and wellbeing among employees, enabling them to challenge conventional norms without excessive pressure to conform to established rules. In this context, ethical leadership cultivates a positive and supportive environment for bootlegging innovation by encouraging value-oriented behavior and enhancing team trust and empowerment. Rather than suppressing bootlegging innovation through rigid enforcement of rules, ethical leaders create conditions where such behaviors can thrive. While maintaining organizational norms is crucial for ensuring stability and preventing chaos, the tacit tolerance of underground innovation pursuits may yield substantial benefits for leaders and organizations if these initiatives evolve into successful products (Criscuolo et al., 2014). Employees often perceive that leaders will tolerate their bootlegging activities as they ultimately benefit the team or organization (Masoudnia and Szwejczewski, 2012; Yang et al., 2024). The intrinsic motivation to demonstrate self-worth through innovative behavior drives employees' enthusiasm and proactivity, making bootlegging innovation an appealing strategy, especially in organizations with limited resources or less well-defined rules. Additionally, the risk-tolerant nature of ethical leadership further encourages employees to adopt bootlegging innovation behaviors, despite their controversial nature. Moreover, ethical leadership does not involve the rigid enforcement of organizational rules but instead emphasizes ethics and values (Lemoine et al., 2019). This leadership style encourages employees to critically reflect on the rationality of existing rules and procedures, fostering and enhancing their critical thinking. Such reflection may prompt employees to adopt unconventional, rule-defying approaches to innovation. This study argues that ethical leadership can strengthen employees' intrinsic motivation, encouraging them to act based on specific circumstances and focus on solving problems creatively. This approach is more likely to lead employees to break rules constructively while adhering to moral principles, thereby supporting bootlegging innovation behaviors, rather than merely conforming to formal compliance. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is proposed:

H1: Ethical leadership has a positive effect on bootlegging innovation behavior.



Mediating effect of psychological wellbeing

Psychological wellbeing is a combination of feeling good and functioning effectively, meaning that life is going well. When negative emotions are extreme or persist for a long time and interfere with one's daily life, psychological wellbeing is compromised (Huppert, 2009). Psychological wellbeing is defined as a state in which an individual was able to realize their abilities, cope with normal life stresses, work productively, and contribute to the community (World Health Organization, 2001). People with high levels of subjective wellbeing tend to have a more attributive approach to self-improvement and potential than those with low subjective wellbeing, suggesting that positive emotions can lead to favorable cognition and produce pleasing emotions (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Studies using emotion-inducing techniques have shown that participants with positive mood states have a wider focus (Gasper and Clore, 2000), generate more ideas (Fredrickson and Branigan, 2005), and think more creatively and flexibly (Bless et al., 1992). Positive emotions lead to good behavior and enhanced cognitive abilities, which, in turn, stimulate upbeat emotions (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002). Huppert (2009) studied the factors influencing psychological wellbeing, which are personality, demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status, and other drivers. In terms of personality, extraversion is associated with positive emotional styles (Costa and McCrae, 1980). The effect of neuroticism on psychological wellbeing is fully mediated by psychological distress and disappears completely when psychological distress is controlled (Huppert, 2009). In terms of demographic characteristics, the effect of personality on psychological wellbeing is less pronounced (Helliwell, 2003), and age has a U-shaped relationship with psychological wellbeing, as rated using a single wellbeing measure (e.g., life satisfaction; Blanchflower and Oswald, 2008). Higher income and socioeconomic status are associated with elevated happiness (Ryff and Singer, 1998), but this effect wanes with increased income levels (Huppert, 2009). The degree of national income inequality is negatively correlated with psychological wellbeing (King et al., 2024; García-Sánchez et al., 2024), and a few studies have found a negative correlation between educational attainment and psychological wellbeing (Fagg et al., 2008). An increase in the level of depression resulting from higher educational attainment may indicate work-related stress in occupations that require a degree (Chevalier and Feinstein, 2006). Unemployment is also associated with psychological wellbeing (Evans and Repper, 2000), as people who are relatively happy at first become unhappy after unemployment (Lucas et al., 2004). Other factors influencing psychological wellbeing include conscious controllable activities such as behavior, cognition, and motivation (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky, 2006).

In the field of organizational behavior, there has been a lot of literature on positive psychology and positive organizational behavior that suggests that positive work experiences affect the psychological wellbeing of individuals (Ryff and Keyes, 1995; Ryff and Singer, 2002), which in turn influences attitudes toward the organization (Luthans, 2002). According to social exchange theory (Cook and Emerson, 1987), when employees feel they are treated fairly by ethical leaders, they have a stronger rapport with their leaders, see leaders as role models, and have respect and gratitude for their leaders. Consequently, employees expect a positive impact on bootlegging innovation behavior by making a favorable return for their efforts that are beneficial to the leader or organization. This study posits that ethical leadership demonstrates care for employees' individual needs, growth, and wellbeing through fair decision-making and respectful treatment. Such fairness, trust, and a supportive environment reduce employees' stress and anxiety. The sense of respect and trust experienced by employees enhances their feelings of belonging and self-worth, leading to greater happiness and fulfillment in their work. When leaders have a caring and inclusive attitude toward employees, employees have a positive psychological state and a higher degree of mental health; therefore, they are more willing to devote their time and energy to bootlegging innovation behavior for the organization develop (Sison, 2003; Li et al., 2022).

In addition, ethical leadership serves as a role model by upholding high ethical standards and guiding employees to pursue greater goals, thereby directly enhancing their wellbeing (Yang, 2014). Employees experience significantly greater happiness when they perceive their work as meaningful and fulfilling (Charles-Leija et al., 2023). When employees come up with creative ideas that are beneficial to the organization to solve work problems, they perceive that the leader will tolerate their behavior that deviates from the organization's norms (Masoudnia and Szwejczewski, 2012; Yang et al., 2024). Ethical leadership fosters a work environment that encourages experimentation by minimizing harshness. This tolerance for failure and mistakes, coupled with the recognition of effort, helps reduce anxiety and enhance employees' psychological wellbeing. This study argues, there is less pressure to engage in bootlegging innovation behaviors, and psychological wellbeing is better, which may increase employees' willingness to go underground to implement innovative ideas.

Psychological wellbeing, as a positive psychological state that fosters cognitive flexibility and creative thinking, provides emotional support for employees to explore unconventional ways of thinking and pursue innovative breakthroughs (Helzer and Kim, 2019; Muñoz-Pascual and Galende, 2020). Employees with high psychological wellbeing show more positive attitudes and respond better to various situations in their lives than do those with low psychological wellbeing (Ryff and Keyes, 1995). Psychological wellbeing enhances employees' focus on problem-solving, fosters a sense of accomplishment and self-worth at work, and stimulates their intrinsic motivation. In this situation, employees are still more productive when innovative ideas are rejected because of optimism and positivity about the outcome of their behavior (Aggarwal-Gupta et al., 2010), resulting in bootlegging innovation behavior. Psychological wellbeing reduces employees' sensitivity to rules and constraints (Erkutlu and Chafra, 2016). Employees with higher levels of happiness tend to have greater self-confidence and a stronger sense of security, which makes them more likely to focus on the potential benefits of innovation rather than excessively worrying about the risks associated with rules (Guberina et al., 2023). Since bootlegging innovations often involve circumventing traditional rules, wellbeing increases the likelihood of engaging in such innovations. Furthermore, employees with high psychological wellbeing are more inclined to share ideas, exchange resources, and collaborate with others to innovate (Berraies et al., 2020). Given that the success of bootlegging innovation is closely tied to collaboration among team members, we argue that psychological wellbeing plays a key role in driving the implementation and success of this collaborative process. Therefore, this study explores the mechanism through which ethical leadership influences employees' bootlegging innovation behavior through psychological wellbeing. We argue that ethical leadership enhances employees' psychological well-being through caring, supportive, fair, and goal-oriented leadership behaviors. This positive psychological state, in turn, provides the necessary psychological safety and emotional foundation for engaging in pirated innovation behaviors. It stimulates employees' creativity and willingness to challenge traditional norms, fostering the emergence and development of pirated innovation within organizations. Based on this logic, Hypothesis 2 is proposed:

H2: Psychological wellbeing positively mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior.



Mediating effect of psychological entitlement

Psychological entitlement refers to the phenomenon in which individuals consistently believe that they deserve generous rewards and treatment with little regard to their actual qualities or performance levels (Harvey and Martinko, 2009), which has been of great concern to managers (Harvey and Harris, 2010). Psychological entitlement is not necessarily based on a genuinely fair exchange (Harvey and Martinko, 2009; Kim and Chung, 2023). Previous scholars have explored the definition of entitlement from different perspectives. Naumann et al. (2002) collated and reviewed these studies, arguing that all fields view rights as related to what individuals believe they deserve. In the legal world, rights are seen as something conferred by law and cannot be removed without due process (Black et al., 1999; Pennington, 2023). An individual's entitlement is seen as a dichotomy in which there are only two possibilities for property or right to belong to someone or not (Naumann et al., 2002; Krivenko, 2023). In the field of philosophy, Nozick and Nagel (1974) proposed the entitlement theory, which argues that people's past circumstances can create different rights. Individuals have a fundamental right to liberty, life, and health against harm and control over personal property (Naumann et al., 2002; Roberts-Cady, 2024). In economics, entitlement is conceptualized as an economic good that can be exchanged for other goods and services (Thomas and Wu, 2006; Durán-Sandoval and Uleri, 2023). In the field of management, employees' perceptions of entitlement influence whether they perceive change as psychological contract violation, which feels more direct and intense than the perception of unmet expectations or unfairness (Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Rodwell and Ellershaw, 2024). Naumann et al. (2002) defined an employee's perceived entitlement as the compensation that an individual is expected to receive after participating in an employment relationship, arguing that perceived entitlement is based on an unbalanced assessment of reciprocity. Individuals with a strong sense of entitlement expect rewards and compensation from the organization without the need to reciprocate by achieving high levels of performance (Harvey and Martinko, 2009). Entitlement-conscious individuals often expect important events to go their way (Snow et al., 2001; Schwarz et al., 2023). Similarly, high levels of psychological entitlement can lead to corruption and overly self-centered behavior among organizational leaders (Levine, 2005; De Clercq, 2023).

In a team managed by ethical leaders, employees feel that the organizational culture is inclusive, genuine, fair, and ethical. In this environment, employees often have a positive view of the organization and themselves. Individuals with power consistently have a positive view of themselves as an important aspect of psychological entitlement (Snow et al., 2001; Lin et al., 2023). Employees with high subjective rights tend to have a high opinion of themselves and carry out their work with extremely inflated needs and expectations (Crampton and Hodge, 2009). In addition, such people believe that they are consistently more worthy than others (Campbell et al., 2004). Individuals with high levels of psychological entitlement are selfish in interpersonal relationships and exhibit relatively low levels of empathy, perspective and respect (Campbell et al., 2004; Chen et al., 2024). The stability of psychological entitlement is not affected by the passage of time and may be secure in a variety of situations (Campbell et al., 2004). Snow et al. (2001) defined psychological entitlement as a personality construct that can have a comprehensive impact on an individual's thoughts and behaviors.

Previous studies have shown that leadership style is an important organizational environmental factor for predicting employees' psychological entitlement. For example, Si W. et al. (2023) conducted research based on social comparison theory, and found that servant leadership may lead employees to take it for granted that the leader should prioritize themselves, and that employees may become psychologically powerful and have increased psychological entitlement. When negative feedback from leaders is weak, servant leadership triggers a sense of psychological entitlement among followers with a high degree of Machiavellianism (Gao and Liu, 2023). In addition, a high level of leader humility elevates followers' perceptions of themselves, manifesting as a higher level of pride, which leads to a sense of psychological entitlement (Bahmannia et al., 2023). In addition, there is an association between the behavior of individual employees and psychological entitlement; for example, unethical pro-organizational behavior produces psychological entitlement because it involves doing something positive for the organization (Jiang et al., 2023).

According to previous research, psychological entitlement influences employees' thoughts and behaviors. The entitled may be drawn to conspiracy theories as a defensive mechanism against threat to their self-concept, where a conspiracy is a shadowy secret piece of information accessible only to a few “insiders” (Neville et al., 2024). Conspiracy theories provide followers with a sense of exaggerated importance (Van Prooijen, 2022). In addition, employees with stronger psychological entitlement may be more willing to engage in unethical pro-organizational behavior because they want to achieve a higher status (Wang H. et al., 2023). The reasons behind such behaviors, which may objectively lead to organizational benefits, may not necessarily align with the organization's interests. Individuals with a high sense of psychological entitlement may act selfishly, not driven by a desire to contribute to the organization's development, but rather by personal gain. Based on attribution theory, Harvey and Martinko (2009) argued that the tendency of empowered employees to attribute desirable outcomes to internal factors is expected to exacerbate this effect, leading to the formation of attitudes in employees' favor, while arguing that organizations have little responsibility for positive outcomes. In this context, employees evaluate their innovative ideas and abilities well, and believe that they should implement innovative behaviors regardless of whether the organization supports or empowers them or not. Because this type of innovation is not likely to be explicitly authorized or supported by the organization, employees with a high level of psychological entitlement tend to believe that the organization is not responsible for the success of their innovation. Therefore, this study argues that ethical leadership fosters a harmonious and inclusive work environment while serving as a role model. In such an environment, employees' self-confidence is enhanced, and they develop a high opinion of themselves, often leading them to acknowledge—and potentially overestimate—their value within the organization. However, individuals with high levels of psychological entitlement tend to place significant emphasis on personal autonomy (Crampton and Hodge, 2009; Chen et al., 2024), which may conflict with the role models and rules promoted by ethical leadership. We contend that this divergence is a key factor in the emergence and development of bootlegging. Individuals with a strong sense of psychological empowerment are more likely to implement their innovative ideas, driven by the desire for self-actualization or personal gain, even when these ideas diverge from the principles emphasized by ethical leadership.

Previous studies have indicated that high levels of psychological entitlement may create a perceived sense of wellbeing due to the support provided by the organization. However, this psychological tendency can diminish employees' sense of responsibility toward the organization (Feather, 1999). Employees with high psychological entitlement, when believing their innovation benefits the organization, may lack the motivation to actively contribute to the generation of new outcomes and instead focus on completing only the bare minimum. Conversely, employees with high psychological entitlement often prioritize their individual goals and interests, leading them to exhibit strongly self-directed behaviors (Campbell et al., 2004). This tendency enables them to actively explore creative solutions beyond their assigned tasks for personal benefit. Additionally, ethical leadership fosters a sense of belonging and trust within the organization (Avolio et al., 2009). We propose that this trust can mitigate the potential negative effects of psychological entitlement, creating a supportive and secure team environment. Such an atmosphere can redirect the influence of psychological entitlement toward positive innovative behaviors. As time passes, employees in this team atmosphere are increasingly able to feel the care and fairness of the leader, and are expected to develop according to their wishes, thus producing underground bootlegging innovation behavior. In addition, ethical leadership highlights the value of employee contributions (Treviño et al., 2000). This study suggests that the behaviors and principles of ethical leadership can amplify the self-motivational effects of psychological entitlement. Employees with high levels of psychological entitlement are likely to feel that their innovative efforts will be recognized and respected within this incentivizing framework, thereby fostering the emergence of self-directed bootlegging innovation behaviors. Based on the above, we hypothesize:

H3: Psychological entitlement positively mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior.



The chained mediation role of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement

According to previous research, psychological wellbeing increases with promoted ethical leadership, which leads employees to have a positive perception of themselves (De Roeck and Farooq, 2018; Ilyas et al., 2023). An increase in an employee's positive self-perception is often accompanied by a rise in their sense of meaningfulness and self-efficacy (Pierce and Gardner, 2004). As a result, employees' psychological entitlement increases as their sense of deserving grows (Ciulla, 2004; Lennick and Kiel, 2011). Individuals in this state are concerned about what others think of them, place great value on gaining recognition and praise from others (Rose and Anastasio, 2014; Schwarz et al., 2023). Such individuals want to maintain a positive self-image and gain a high status in the organization, and are willing to take shortcuts to achieve this (Lee et al., 2019; Valencia Casallas and Barreto-Galeano, 2023). The pathways to attaining status can be divided into prestige-based status and dominance-based pathway (Maner and Case, 2016; Jensen, 2023). The path to prestige-based status involves attaining status through sharing expertise, possessing skills, or achieving socially valuable achievements, promoting respect and voluntary obedience from others. The dominance-based pathway, on the other hand, involves the acquisition of fear through intimidation and coercion (Lange et al., 2019; Maner and Hasty, 2023). Employees who feel encouraged and affirmed by their leaders with psychological wellbeing will perceive themselves as capable of doing their job and will want to prove themselves more and achieve a higher status (Reave, 2005; Si X. et al., 2023). Psychological wellbeing, as a positive state of mind, does not necessarily equate to complete satisfaction with the status quo. Instead, this positive state can enhance employees' confidence and willingness to explore new opportunities and challenges. According to Maslow's (1987) hierarchy of needs theory, when individuals experience happiness, lower-level needs, such as security and belonging, are likely satisfied, leading them to focus on higher-level goals, such as self-actualization and fulfillment. We argue that when employees experience psychological wellbeing, their sensitivity to social status may increase, prompting them to compare themselves to others with higher status, thus generating motivation to pursue greater status. As psychological wellbeing boosts employees' confidence—or even leads to self-inflation—they may come to believe that higher status, along with corresponding resources, rights, and respect, is something they deserve, which can increase their sense of psychological entitlement. In the process of competing for status, employees may begin to expect additional benefits, such as resources and rights, further reinforcing the belief that they deserve more privileges (Ridgeway, 2014; Valencia Casallas and Barreto-Galeano, 2023). Therefore, this study contends that psychological wellbeing and dissatisfaction with the status quo are not contradictory but rather complementary sources of motivation for employees' growth. Wellbeing provides positive psychological resources, while dissatisfaction drives employees to seek breakthroughs and innovations.

In addition, employees' psychological entitlement increases their willingness to actively participate in the company's activities, a phenomenon that often occurs when employees are aware of positive feedback and fairness within the organization (Galvin et al., 2015; Kurth, 2023). Therefore, psychological entitlement can positively impact employees' bootlegging innovation behavior (Lyu et al., 2022; Bennett et al., 2024). These results suggest that ethical leadership can increase employees' psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement levels, and ultimately have a series of positive effects on bootlegging innovation behavior.

Therefore, according to the social learning theory, psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement may positively mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. In other words, this study hypothesizes that ethical leadership increases employees' psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior.

When there is no link between behavior and punishment that is not authorized by the organization or leader, it may be caused by the inclusion and care of the ethical leader (Bedi et al., 2016; Amore et al., 2023), leaders care for employees to relieve their anxiety when they engage in bootlegging innovation behaviors (Lin et al., 2016; Qu et al., 2023). Employees observed that innovative behaviors were rewarded and they received positive feedback (De Jong and Den Hartog, 2007). In this case, employees appreciate their leaders' guidance and expect something in return that boosts their self-confidence (Hougaard and Carter, 2018; Covington, 2023). This belief in one's ability to bring innovation and change for the organization's development increase employees' motivation to work and innovate (Howell, 2005; Wang and Xie, 2023), thereby positively influencing bootlegging innovation behavior.

Employees learn by observing the behavior of leaders and other members, and they model this behavior, especially those who find it valuable or beneficial (Abiodun, 2010; Liu et al., 2023). A harmonious working environment is created in the team managed by the ethical leader (Bello, 2012; Yuan et al., 2023). Employees find that bootlegging innovation behaviors tend to benefit the organization, and employees who have previously engaged in such behaviors receive positive feedback and rewards (Augsdorfer, 2005; Huang et al., 2022). As a result, they promote imitation, want to be recognized, and think they deserve recognition, ultimately having a positive impact on bootlegging innovation behavior.

Ethical leadership's nurturing and fair treatment enhances employees' self-efficacy, and employees with high self-efficacy are more likely to try and persist in completing a certain task (Ren and Chadee, 2017; Uppathampracha and Liu, 2022). Employees believe that they can successfully complete bootlegging innovation behavior (Li et al., 2021; Li and Ye, 2021; Globocnik, 2023), which is likely to be beneficial to the organization, leaders, and themselves (Augsdorfer, 2005; Yang et al., 2024; Shang, 2024). This behavior objectively rewards the leader's care, affection, and ability to receive praise from others, while subjectively fulfilling the employee's expectation of maintaining a positive self-image and gaining high status within the organization. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is proposed:

H4: Psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior in a chained mediation model.

The research model of this study is shown in Figure 1.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Research model.





Methods


Sample and data collection

The survey subjects of this study were eight regional and national property companies from Henan, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang provinces in China. A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed and 392 were returned, with a response rate of 78%. After excluding invalid questionnaires, 382 valid questionnaires were used.



Measures

SPSS, Stata, and M-plus were used for data analysis. M-plus was used for the confirmatory factor and path analyses.

The questionnaire used a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 = do not strongly agree, 4 = average, 5 = generally agree, 6 = strongly agree, and 7 = completely agree.

Ethical leadership is measured using five items from Brown et al. (2005). This scale has good reliability and validity and has been adopted by a large number of empirical studies in China and abroad. Sample items include, “Listens to what employees have to say,” “Makes fair and balanced decisions,” and “Sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics” (Cronbach's alpha = 0.928).

Psychological wellbeing was measured using 10 items from Ryff and Keyes (1995). Sample items include, “I have good interpersonal relationships” and “I think I have continuous growth,” etc. (Cronbach's alpha = 0.886).

Psychological entitlement was measured using five items taken from Campbell et al. (2004). Sample items include, “I honestly feel I'm just more deserving than others” and “I feel entitled to more of everything,” etc. (Cronbach's alpha = 0.850).

Bootlegging innovation behavior was measured using four items from Criscuolo et al. (2014). Sample items include, “I have the flexibility to work my way around my official work plan, digging into new potentially valuable business opportunities,” “My work plan does not allow me the time to work on anything other than the projects I have been assigned to,” “I am running several pet projects that allow me to learn about new areas,” and “I proactively take time to work on unofficial projects to seed future official projects.” Among these, the statement “My work plan does not allow me the time to work on anything other than the projects I have been assigned to” represents a reverse-coded item. To ensure alignment with the direction of other items, this item was reverse-coded before conducting the analysis. Cronbach's alpha was then calculated using the reverse-coded data, yielding a value of 0.825, which indicates high internal consistency of the scale. In contrast, without reverse-coding, the internal consistency was adversely affected, resulting in a Cronbach's alpha of −0.136.

In many studies, the gender, age, educational background, and tenure of respondents were used as control variables. Therefore, demographic variables such as gender, age, and educational background were used as control variables in the empirical analysis. Gender was encoded as 0 for males and 1 for females. Age was measured in years, and education was measured in the years in which the participant completed that stage of education.




Results


Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistical analyses were performed for demographic variables based on data collected from 382 participants. Of the participants, 54.45% were males and 45.44% were females. In terms of age, participants aged 41–45 accounted for the highest proportion at 27.49%, followed by participants aged 36–40, accounting for 25.13%; the participants aged 20–25 years old had the lowest percentage at 1.31%. In terms of academic qualifications, the proportion of participants with a junior college education was the highest at 30.63%. The proportion of participants with a high school education or below was the lowest at 9.69%. In terms of tenure, 6–10 years accounted for the highest proportion (37.53). Descriptive data are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Descriptive analysis of participants.
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Confirmatory factor analysis and reliability analysis

A confirmatory factor analysis was used to test the model fit. In this study, the fitting results of the one-factor model and the research model were compared. The fitting index showed that the research model was significantly better than the one-factor model. The results were as follows: X2 (p) = 653.138(0.000), X2/df = 2.677, RMSEA = 0.066, CFI = 0.923, TLI = 0.912, and SRMR = 0.057. The fitting index of the model showed a good effect. Although the chi-square test results (X2 = 653.138, p = 0.000) showed a significant difference in model fitting, the chi-square/degree-of-freedom ratio (X2/df = 2.677) indicated that it was acceptable, considering the effect of large samples. RMSEA values < 0.05 reflect a small approximation error, those between 0.05 and 0.08 reflect an acceptable approximation error, and values >0.10 reflect a poor model fit (Cudeck and Browne, 1992). The RMSEA value was 0.066, which was lower than 0.08, indicating that the model fit of data was good. The CFI and TLI values were 0.923 and 0.912, respectively. Both were >0.90, indicating that the model had a high degree of fit. In addition, the SRMR value was 0.057, which was < 0.08, further verifying that the model fit was good. In contrast, the fit indices for the one-factor model were poor (CFI = 0.663, TLI = 0.628, RMSEA = 0.137, SRMR = 0.103). Consequently, the research model is better able to interpret the data structure.

The average variance extraction (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) were analyzed. The AVE value measures the proportion of explanatory variance for each indicator in the construct (Hair et al., 2017), and the values for each variable is as follows: 0.721 for ethical leadership, 0.433 for psychological wellbeing, 0.541 for psychological entitlement, and 0.570 for bootlegging innovation behavior. Except for psychological wellbeing, all values were >0.5, indicating good convergent validity. The AVE value for psychological wellbeing was 0.433, which was acceptable since it was between 0.36 and 0.5 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

The CR value measures the internal consistency of the construct (Sen, 1993). The CR values for each variable were as follows: 0.928 for ethical leadership, 0.886 for psychological wellbeing, 0.850 for psychological entitlement, and 0.825 for bootlegging innovation behavior. All values are >0.7, indicating good confidence.

A reliability analysis was used to assess the agreement between items in a questionnaire or scale (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). The Cronbach's alpha values calculated in this study were as follows: ethical leadership was 0.928, psychological wellbeing was 0.886, psychological entitlement was 0.850, and bootlegging innovation behavior was 0.825, all of which were >0.80. This indicated a high degree of agreement between the scale items. The results are summarized in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis and reliability analysis.
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Correlation analysis

The mean values for ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior were 5.813, 5.596, 5.430, and 5.658, respectively. The standard deviations (SD) of ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior were 1.048, 0.749, 1.149, and 0.963, respectively. Ethical leadership was associated with psychological wellbeing (r = 0.462, p < 0.001), psychological entitlement (r = 0.473, p < 0.001), and bootlegging innovation behavior (r = 0.519, p < 0.001). Psychological wellbeing was positively correlated with psychological entitlement (r = 0.480, p < 0.001) and bootlegging innovation behavior (r = 0.528, p < 0.001). Psychological entitlement was positively correlated with bootlegging innovation behavior (r = 0.617, p < 0.001). The above results are presented in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Correlation analysis.
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Chained mediation analysis

The M-plus serial multiple mediation model was used to examine how the variables used in this study interacted. To test the indirect effects of the mediation and sequence mediation hypotheses, the bootstrap method was used to perform an analysis using the M-plus statistical analysis software. If the upper and lower bounds of the coefficients obtained in the middle of the 95% confidence interval (IC) do not include “0,” they can be determined as significant values (Lee et al., 2022). Table 4 lists the results of the path analysis. The path analysis results showed that ethical leadership had a direct positive effect on bootlegging innovation behavior (β = 0.228, p < 0.001), and Hypothesis 1 was supported. The results of the bootstrap method showed that ethical leadership → psychological wellbeing → bootlegging innovation behavior.


TABLE 4 Path analysis and bootstrap indirect effect test.
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There was a positive mediating effect on bootlegging innovation behavior (β = 0.093, CI: 0.046–0.147), and Hypothesis 2 was supported. The positive mediating effect of ethical leadership → psychological entitlement → bootlegging innovation behavior (β = 0.116, CI: 0.060–0.191) was also confirmed, supporting Hypothesis 3. In addition, the sequential continuous positive mediating effect of ethical leadership → psychological wellbeing → psychological entitlement → bootlegging innovation behavior (β = 0.059, CI: 0.036–0.095) did not include 0 at the 95% confidence level. Psychological wellbeing and entitlement mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. Ethical leadership adds psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and psychological entitlement adds bootlegging innovation behavior, Hypothesis 4 is supported.




Discussion

This study analyzes the behavior of organizational members from the psychological perspective, which is key to understanding and analyzing their behavior. The bootlegging innovation behavior of an organization's members is an important factor in the change and development of an enterprise. Therefore, from the perspective of employee psychology, this study analyzes the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' bootlegging innovation behavior as well as the mediating role of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement. The empirical analysis supports our hypothesis that ethical leadership has a significant direct impact on bootlegging innovation behavior, and psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement are two antecedents that have an important impact on bootlegging innovation behavior. The results show that both psychological wellbeing and entitlement mediate the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' bootlegging innovation behavior. Additionally, this study found a chain mediation effect. In other words, ethical leadership not only has a direct positive impact on employees' bootlegging innovation behavior but also indirectly affects employees' bootlegging innovation behavior by increasing their psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement. Ethical leadership often leaves an impression of reliability and integrity in the minds of employees. Employees feel encouraged and affirmed by the leader, which in turn increases their psychological wellbeing, encourages them to have a positive attitude toward their work and organization, and believes that their efforts are worthwhile. Subsequently, they tend to perceive their ability to work and thus want to gain a higher status and more opportunities to prove their abilities, which increases their psychological entitlement. In addition, employees in this state are highly willing to actively participate in the organization's activities and expect to contribute to the organization by repaying their leaders' care. As a result, employees often do not worry about being penalized for unauthorized innovation, or that employees have a belief in successful completion; they believe they have ability to complete the innovation and bring benefits to the leadership and the organization and will not be penalized for it, which leads to an increase in employee bootlegging innovation behavior.

This research provides an explanatory possibility for exploring the relationship between ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior also provides a new perspective for the study of bootlegging innovation behavior.



Implications


Theoretical contribution

This study expands on the existing research results on leadership and employee innovation behavior and first hypothesizes and verifies the mediating process of the relationship between employees' psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement to ethical leadership and employees' bootlegging innovation behavior. Much of the past research on bootlegging innovation behavior has focused on individual characteristics and organizational factors (Globocnik and Salomo, 2015; Ghasemzadeh et al., 2021), while the individual psychological factors that promote bootlegging innovation behavior among employees are relatively understudied (Krueger and Buchwald, 2019). This study explores the explanatory mechanism of the impact of ethical leadership on employees' bootlegging innovation behavior from a psychological perspective and expands the research on leadership and employee creativity. The results show that psychological wellbeing wellbeing and psychological entitlement constitute the influences of ethical leadership on bootlegging innovation This study identifies the leadership factors and methods for ethical leadership that promote employees' bootlegging innovation behavior.

Previous studies have explored the effects of different leadership styles on bootlegging innovation behavior, such as the impact of abusive supervision (Wang H. et al., 2023) and agile leadership (Hooi and Tan, 2021) on bootlegging behavior, focusing primarily on direct impacts. We used a sequence mediation model and found a sequence double mediating effect in the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. Previous studies have not included the positive effects of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement on bootlegging innovation behaviors influenced by ethical leadership. In addition, by examining the dual mediating effect, this study found and confirmed the individual mediating effect of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement, as well as a series of interrelated mediating effects, which will be beneficial in expanding the current research on leadership and employee innovation behavior.

Based on the social learning theory (Pandura, 1977), this study expands its applicability of social learning theory in the field of bootlegging behavior by demonstrating that ethical leadership affects psychological wellbeing, psychological rights, and bootlegging innovation behavior.



Practical contribution

Bootlegging innovation behavior is risky; however, in many cases, it can lead to unexpected innovation. Recent studies have pointed to the tendency of bootlegging innovation behavior to become a common practice in organizations and the positive impact of this tendency on organizational innovation (Globocnik et al., 2022). Therefore, by implementing ethical leadership, enterprises can stimulate employees' innovation potential without compromising organizational rules and ethical principles, thereby improving their overall innovation ability and market competitiveness. The positive effects of ethical leadership include a harmonious and friendly working environment and a respectful and caring relationship among members of the organization. Therefore, the organization should promote and maintain a positive and agreeable organizational culture so that if the organization's members make innovative suggestions that have not been adopted, they may bring additional benefits and results.

Second, psychological wellbeing positively mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. In other words, enterprises can promote the psychological wellbeing of employees by promoting ethical leadership, which will help increase employees' willingness and enthusiasm to participate in innovation activities and is also of great significance for improving employees' job satisfaction and overall wellbeing.

Psychological entitlement also positively mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. Understanding the relationships among ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior can help managers design and implement better management practices. In addition, the results of this study can guide leadership training courses for businesses and organizations. This study shows that organizations can improve the leadership quality of managers by strengthening ethical leadership training, improving employees' psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement, and stimulating innovative behaviors.




Limitations and future research

This study helps validate the role of psychological wellbeing and psychological entitlement in the relationship between ethical leadership and bootlegging innovation behavior. However, it also has some limitations, as discussed below. The samples in this study were mainly from specific industries or regions, which may have affected the generalizability of the research results. Factors such as cultural background, industry characteristics, and firm size may affect the relationships in ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior. Therefore, future research should be conducted in different countries, cultural backgrounds, and types of enterprises to verify the universality of the conclusions.

Furthermore, this study mainly used a questionnaire survey method to collect data; although this method can obtain a large amount of data, it has some limitations. Since the data were collected from the same source at the same time, there may be a problem with common method variance. Future research should consider the possibility of a reverse causal relationship. Future research could adopt a combination of multiple research methods such as experimental research, longitudinal research, and case studies to overcome the limitations of a single method. For example, experimental methods and longitudinal study designs have been used to better reveal the dynamic processes between variables.

It is important to note that whether bootlegging behavior leads to innovation or result in a waste of organizational time and resources largely depends on the working environment in which these activities occur (Criscuolo et al., 2014). The willingness to autonomously develop and innovate ideas requires a certain degree of accountability to ensure balance (Kanter, 2009). If this freedom is not properly managed and individual innovation efforts no longer align with the needs and goals of the organization (Criscuolo et al., 2014), it may lead to undesirable outcomes, such as management chaos and decreased efficiency. In extreme cases, the work environment may prioritize strict adherence to norms and rules (Mainemelis, 2010). For instance, pressure to achieve formal goals in underperforming organizations may compel local managers to enforce adherence to organizational norms (Criscuolo et al., 2014). In such contexts, bootlegging may be seen as contributing to resource waste, particularly in organizations with a poor reputation for innovation. Research by Criscuolo et al. (2014) suggests that the positive effects of bootlegging on individual innovation performance are weaker in organizations with low levels of bootlegging, as these units have limited experience in overcoming the barriers to adopting the concept of “breaking out of apathy.” Therefore, whether bootlegging benefits the organization depends on the work environment, and the decision to encourage bootlegging should be made in the context of the organization's specific management practices.

Finally, this study examines the relationships between ethical leadership, psychological wellbeing, psychological entitlement, and bootlegging innovation behavior. Future research should introduce additional mediating and moderating variables to construct a more comprehensive theoretical model. For example, factors such as organizational culture, team atmosphere, and employee personality traits may play important roles in these relationships.

As digital transformation advances, the ways in which organizations manage and evolve, and how employees work, have changed dramatically. Future research can explore how ethical leadership affects employees' bootlegging innovation behaviors in the context of digitalization, especially digital bootlegging innovation behaviors, and analyze the impact of digital environment on the effectiveness of ethical leadership.
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41-45 years old 105 27.49
46-50 years old 28 7.33
Over 51 years old 5 11.78
Educational Junior high school 37 9.69
background and below
High 63 16.49
school/technical
secondary school
College 117 30.63
Bachelor’s degree 98 25.65
Master’s degree 67 17.54
Doctorate 0 0
Tenure 0-5 years 92 24.15
6-10 years 143 37.53
11-15 years 62 16.27
16-20 years 40 10.50
21-25 years 19 4.99
Over 25 years 25 6.56
Total 382 100
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