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Abstract: The main purpose of this study was to examine the influence of leaders’ personal values
on their democratic behavior from a sustainability perspective. We specified and tested the research
model, drawing upon modified versions of the theory of basic values and the autocratic–democratic
leadership continuum. A total of 208 Slovenian and 196 Austrian leaders’ responses were used in
hierarchical regression and structural equation modeling analysis. The results reveal a significant
and positive influence of collectivistic values in both samples on democratic leadership behavior. A
significant and negative effect of individualistic values on democratic leadership behavior is present
in Austria, while in Slovenia, the effect is positive but not significant. Based on acknowledged
associations between leader’s values, leaders’ democratic leadership behavior, and sustainable
development, we argue that democratic leadership behavior contributes to the sustainable working
and behavior of organizations. These results have theoretical implications, indicating how personal
values affect leaders’ democratic behavior and contribute to the sustainable working and behavior of
organizations. The practical implications relate to the strengthening of leaders’ democratic behavior
in Slovenian and Austrian organizations. In addition, these findings will be helpful in increasing
the sustainability of organizations via fostering democratic leadership behavior and its underlying
personal values.

Keywords: personal values; collectivistic values; democratic behavior; individualistic values; leaders;
leadership; sustainable development; sustainability of organizations

1. Introduction

A significant body of research investigates the extent to which leaders’ personal behav-
ior characteristics affect their behavior and the factors explaining these relationships [1–4].
Several studies have reported that leadership determines the approach to consideration
and focal leadership constructs [5–7]. This framework was applied for proposing typical
patterns of leaders providing direction, implementing plans, and motivating people [8,9],
thus forming several leadership styles [10,11].

Past studies on leadership behavior have focused on leaders’ behavior and single
behavior factors in different leadership styles [12–14]. At the forefront of most behavior
studies is the autocracy–democracy continuum, as the decisive and most exposed char-
acteristic of leaders’ behavior [15–17]. Leaders’ behavior orientation toward autocracy or
democracy characterizes each individual leadership style [15,18–20], which scholars have
studied through several behavior theories [17,19].

Initial behavior studies have broadened our understanding of the effect of the charac-
teristics of the environments in which leaders originate or work on their personal behavior
orientations [2,21,22]. Later studies have focused on the relationships between leaders’
work and behavior [23–25].
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The latest leadership studies have focused on the significance and strength of leaders’
values regarding their behavior [20,26] and on the effect of the democratic behavior of
leaders on the competitiveness of organizations [20,27,28]. The literature reports that the
democratic behavior of leaders helps leaders to implement their plans, motivate coworkers,
and utilize better managerial ideas in organizations [6,26]. In addition, researchers have
also paid more attention to international studies in this field, through longitudinal and cross-
sectional studies, which have covered samples of organizations from heterogeneous [2,13]
and similar [16,29,30] environments in the last few decades.

There is less consensus among researchers on how leaders’ personal values influ-
ence their behavior [11,31,32]. According to psychological and sociological cognitions, re-
searchers presume that values affect attitudes, and then attitudes, together with correspond-
ing norms and controls, shape personal behavior [33–35]. Thus, Kemmelmeier et al. and
Papagiannakis and Lioukas [36,37] noted that analyzing the “values–attitudes–behavior”
causal chain enables a better understanding of values and their impacts on actual behavior.

Recent management research has focused on the direct impact of leaders’ personal
values [33–35] on their behavior [38,39]. They combine knowledge about values—especially
the theory of basic values and value theory [33–35]—and leadership—especially the theory
of leadership styles [5–7] and behavior theories of leadership [1–4].

From the current perspective, one of the most challenging tasks for leaders in circum-
stances of constantly evolving organizations is concern for sustainable development [40–42].
Thus, there have been several studies examining the role of leadership in the creation of the
sustainable working behavior of organizations [40] by emphasizing the role of ethical lead-
ership [43,44], servant leadership [43], and transformational leadership [45] in corporate
social responsibility. Another stream of research examined sustainability as a function of
values [41]. In this context, researchers identified personal values as a driver of propensity
for sustainability actions [46], as a catalyst for corporate social responsibility [47], and as
a link to pro-environmental behavior [36]. Finally, personal values have been frequently
recognized as an important driver of leaders’ behavior [3,11,19,32,48].

We can sum up that the literature offers a plethora of studies where personal values
are linked with the sustainable working and behavior of leaders, as well as studies linking
leaders’ behaviors and sustainability [3,11,19,32,48]. Despite the considerable number of
studies, in light of the crossing silos in leadership research, there are less studies available
that discuss how personal values, via democratic leadership behavior, can contribute to
sustainable organizational working and behavior. More precisely, in this manuscript we fo-
cus on the commonly used autocratic–democratic leadership continuum, while considering
personal values through the lenses of individualistic values (IVs) and collectivistic values
(CVs), as defined in Schwartz value theory [22]. With this study, we aim to analyze how
personal values, via democratic leadership behavior, can contribute to more sustainable
organizational working and behavior from areas with different institutional, economic, and
cultural backgrounds.

To broaden the scope of these research findings, we focused our research on two
Central Europe economies with different paths toward a free-market economy and different
institutional, cultural, and value backgrounds. This article reports on research on the
influence of CVs and IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior in Slovenian and Austrian
organizations, considered as a former transition economy and a well-developed market
economy, respectively.

Our study draws upon (a) the theory of leadership styles for the examination of
leaders focusing on democratic behavior, (b) the theory of basic values for the examination
of leaders’ CVs and IVs, and (c) value theory for the examination of relations among leaders’
personal values and their orientation regarding democratic behavior.

This study offers several distinct contributions to the literature. It contributes to the
knowledge about the effects of CVs and IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior. The empirical
part of the article reveals possible solutions for the development of leaders’ democratic
behavior in Slovenian and Austrian organizations. It also provides an important starting
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point for increasing the sustainable working of organizations by boosting the personal
values of organizational leaders, which can contribute to the more sustainable working
and behavior of organizations.

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis Development

Leadership authors have reported multiple interpretations of the phenomenon of
leadership with which leaders try to apply social science knowledge in solving problems
encountered in their organizational role [10,11,49,50].

Leadership literature has examined alternative leadership theories through two per-
spectives, with the intention to detect (a) the influence of circumstances on leadership in the
selected universal and contingent theories and (b) the focus of the leadership construct on
the detected trait or behavior theories [28,51]. In that framework, authors have established
several leadership styles as typical patterns of leader working and behavior [2,52]. The
results of such studies are the basis for a broader exploration of leadership, including
indicators for predicting leaders’ behavior in organizations.

Psychology has generally defined behavior “as a range of actions and reaction made
by humans in conjunction with themselves or their environment” [31]. Leadership re-
searchers consider leaders’ behaviors through the dimensions of “Consideration and
Initiating Structure” [50,53] and through leadership style [9,19,35]. In the development of
“leadership styles”, researchers use the autocracy versus democracy continuum of leader
behavior [12,39]. Initially, authors defined leadership as only authoritarian or democratic;
later, they proposed additional leadership styles [32,49,51]. Until today, a dichotomy of
autocratic vs. democratic behavior remains a decisive characteristic for the definition and
classification of heterogeneous styles of leadership [2,52].

Additionally, psychology has exposed that actual personal behavior is determined by
personal and situational variables, which originate in the personality of a leader or in their
relations with working environments [5,49,52]. These cognitions are utilized in studies
about the dominant influence of environmental behavior factors—such as religion, national
culture, etc.—on people’s behavior [2,13,54]. Other studies began with a value-based theory
and exposed the decisive impact of leaders’ personal values on their behavior [17,51,55].

Personal values include concepts or beliefs that refer to desirable behaviors or end
states [23,24,55], transcending specific situations and drawing upon several ground theories
about personal, organizational, and societal values [25,38]. As reported by [1], and [26], per-
sonal values provide a foundation for the selection of leaders’ preferred behavior patterns.

Our consideration of personal values draws from Schwartz’ Theory of Basic Val-
ues [22]. Schwartz [56] defined a universal structure of 56 basic single values, which
he further categorized in ten groups of individual-level sub-dimension values, in four
groups of individual-level higher-order dimension values, and finally in two groups of
individual-level higher-order dimension values—namely, CVs and IVs. Schwartz’ theory
was implemented in several studies [57–59] which considered personal values as percep-
tual filters [9] and drivers [39] in behavior. Ralston and peers [59], as well as Glavas and
Kelly [60] revealed how personal values predict managers’ behavior orientations.

Less investigated is the real effect of the different value orientations of leaders on their
behavior [11,31]. Following the tradition of social psychology [25,61,62], several studies
consider relations between the broader construct of the values–attitudes–behavior causal
chain [23,31] and the behavior of leaders [63]. Thus, researchers have treated attitudes
as psychological responses to a person, object, situation, society, and life. Consequently,
values shape attitudes [11,64], and then attitudes, together with subjective norms, perceived
behavior controls, and controls, shape actual personal behavior [61,63].

Promising stream of behavior and management studies have considered the direct
relationships between the values and behaviors of leaders [38,39]. Thus, Fazio and Glavas
and Kelley [60,63] reported that values are the main predictors of human behavior and
recommended the utilization of value–behavior relations in leadership studies. Empirical
studies from the 1940s to the present have exposed the importance of leaders’ democratic
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behavior for organizations and the effect of single democratic behavior factors on leaders’
distribution of responsibility, empowering employees, and aiding in the group’s decision-
making process [10,27,49], as well as for high participation in decision-making and power
equalization among workers [11,21].

In addition, several empirical studies have reported that CVs and IVs strongly correlate
with the democratic behavior of leaders and consequently the democratic orientation of
leadership [2,13,21].

Schwartz [56] defined collectivistic orientation as the extent to which a person believes
that people are born into groups and that they are expected to look after the interest of their
group (e.g., extended family, organization, etc.) and analyzed it through the value groups
of benevolence, conformity, and tradition. Studies about individuals caring for the welfare
of people with whom one is in frequent personal contact, the restraint of individual actions
which harm others and violate social expectations, and commitment to broader social
norms noted their effect on increasing the CVs of leaders and the democratic orientation of
leadership in organizations in general [59,60]. Moreover, empirical studies reported positive
correlations between CVs and leaders’ democratic behavior, drawing upon their support
for the inclusion of co-workers in decision-making processes, the expansion of power
and authority among subordinates, and increased cooperation with co-workers [19,27,54].
There are reports in the literature concerning positive correlations in the analysis of job
satisfaction, loyalty, emotional commitment, and the engagement of employees and justice,
facilitating interpersonal coordination, and commitment in organizations [65–67]. Hence,
we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. A leader’s collectivistic personal values are positively associated with their demo-
cratic behavior.

Schwartz [56] defined individualistic orientation as the extent to which a person looks
after their self-interest and analyzes this through value groups of power, achievement, he-
donism, stimulation, and self-direction. Several empirical studies have reported a negative
correlation between IVs and leaders’ democratic behavior, because these values are focused
on the sustained realization of personal self-interest, the limited participation of coworkers
in decision-making, and the prevention of delegation of authority to coworkers [22,59].
There are reports in the literature concerning such negative correlations in analyzing the
behavior of leaders oriented on the attainment on social status and prestige, dominance
over people and resources, achieving success at all costs, strong stimulation needs, and
needs for the sensuous gratification of oneself [65–67].

Hence, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. A leader’s individualistic personal values are negatively associated with their
democratic behavior.

We studied organizations in Slovenia and Austria as cases of neighboring countries
from Central Europe. The selection of Slovenian and Austrian organizations for our study
resulted from their close economic cooperation and proclaimed interest in more unified
regional economic development [13,68,69]. According to leaders’ behavior orientations in
organizations from both countries, studies have reported diverse results [2,13,21].

The GLOBE study of culture exposed a low power distance, weak individualistic
orientation, high degree of masculinity, high uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation,
and weak indulgence—seen as the relaxation of rules and constraints—for individuals
in Austria [70], reported on the prevailing orientation of Austrian leaders concerning
IVs, which is based on their efforts to achieve results, independent thought, and actions,
autonomy, and control over resources. Several researchers argued the prevailing individ-
ualistic orientation of leaders in Austrian organizations with historical tradition, a long
tradition of free market economy, and in the Germanic behavior tradition [13,71]. Despite
the prevailing opinion regarding the dominant influence of IVs on leaders in Austrian’
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organizations in the literature, many authors—such as those of [72]—point to the growing
influence of CVs, which is justified by the intensive international cooperation of Austrian
firms, the impacts of globalization, the monitoring of the demo-graphic situation, and the
implementation of the idea of social responsibility in organizations and society.

The value orientation of Slovenian leaders characterizes a high power distance, a
strong collectivistic orientation, a high degree of femininity, high uncertainty avoidance,
long-term orientation, and weak indulgence. The authors of [70] explain the predominant
collectivistic orientation of Slovenian leaders with the legacy of historical development and
the previous “socialist political system” in Slovenia [13,73].

Despite the prevailing opinion about the dominant collectivistic orientation of leaders
in Slovenian organizations, studies have reported a growth of IVs in organizations [68,70,74],
which is explained as a result of the transition process in Slovenia from the previous
political and economic system to a democratic and free market economy-based system,
the adaptation of the general values of the system in “central European culture”, the
stratification of society, and value development within the market economy.

These arguments lead to the following hypotheses about behavior orientation among
leaders in Slovenian and Austrian organizations:

Hypothesis 3. A leader’s collectivistic personal values more positively and strongly influence the
leader’s democratic behavior in Slovenian than in Austrian organizations.

Hypothesis 4. A leader’s individualistic personal values more negatively and strongly influence
the leader’s democratic behavior in Austrian than in Slovenian organizations.

3. Methods
3.1. Instrument Used

A questionnaire aimed at measuring leaders’ values, organizational setting, and demo-
cratic behavior was used. In the first part, 56 personal values and their descriptions from
the Schwartz theory of basic values are listed [56]. In the second part, we asked participants
about the characteristics of the organization in which they worked, with the help of items
addressing organizational circumstances. The third part consists of items designed to
measure leadership behavior via typical items used for addressing the behavior character-
istics of leadership styles in the frame of the autocratic and democratic continuum. These
items were formulated based on cognitions from the leadership theory and corresponding
empirical studies [2,5,13,18] in order to comprehensively examine leaders’ behavior. In
the last part, the respondents answered several typical demographic questions that are
commonly used in business research [35,75]. The respondents put in their age and gender.
Education level was measured using a scale of questions, where respondents had options
for education from “secondary school” to “Ph.D.”, for position within the organization
from “first level” to “upper level” of manager, and for organizational size from “small” to
“large”. The respondents also had to choose their industry from the NACE classification.

3.2. Sample and Procedure

Random sampling was conducted based on GVIN, an official directory of Slovenian
organizations [76], and Aurelia, which lists Austrian organizations [77]. We assigned
organizations in the sample based on the percentage of organizations according to their
size and industry, as provided by the NACE (for Slovenia) and ÖNACE (for Austria)
classifications. We included organizations with more than 50 employees, due to the possible
non-typical roles of leaders in smaller organizations. Sampling was carried out in such
a way as to assure representativeness according to the typology according to the NACE
classification and organizational size based on official statistics. An exception was made for
organizational size, as we excluded organizations with fewer than 50 employees. Regarding
the gender ratio, we only estimated it over the thumb, while, in terms of employee position,
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the focus was on managers of all hierarchical levels. Based on the demographic statistics of
the returned responses, we may conclude that our sample is convenient. All the leaders
participated voluntarily in the survey. The same questionnaire was used in both countries,
while different administration modes were used in both countries. In Slovenia, the survey
was conducted in 2016, and in Austria it was conducted in 2017.

In Slovenia, the survey was conducted by telephone interview; we used a list of con-
tacts from the organizations selected in the sample. Altogether, 700 managers at different
positions in the selected Slovenian organizations were contacted via telephone. We obtained
208 usable answers from managers, resulting in a 29.7% response rate. In Austria, an online
survey was conducted. Based on the random sampling of organizations, we obtained up
to three direct e-mail addresses from employees in managerial positions in each selected
organization. The link to the questionnaire was sent to approximately 1500 managers at
different managerial positions in the organizations. We received 215 answers; 196 were
used in our analysis, resulting in a 13.07% response rate.

The demographic characteristics of both samples included in our survey are outlined
in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics for the Slovenian and Austrian sample.

Variable Slovenia Austria

Age 47.28 years 45.66 years

Age—grouped

Less than 35 years
36–45 years
46–55 years
More than 55 years

18.8%
22.6%
39.4%
19.2%

18.4%
28.9%
36.3%
16.3%

Gender

Male
Female

51.0%
49.0%

78.4%
21.6%

Education

Finished secondary school
Finished bachelor degree
Finished master or doctorate degree

25.1%
71.2%
18.8%

37.9%
35.3%
26.8%

Position in organization

First-level manager
Mid-level manager
Upper-level manager

2.9%
26.0%
71.2%

11.6%
37.9%
50.5%

Organization size

Fewer than 49 employees
50 to 249 employees
More than 250 employees

-
93.3%
6.7%

-
59.7%
40.2%

Industry of organization

A—Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 2.3% 6.1%

B—Mining and quarrying 0.4% 0.7%

C—Manufacturing 25.5% 24.7%

D—Electricity, gas, steam, and air conditioning
supply 2.2% 4.2%

E—Water supply; sewerage, waste management,
and remediation activities 3.7% 1.6%
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Table 1. Cont.

Variable Slovenia Austria

F—Construction 9.8% 4.2%

G—Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor
vehicles and motorcycles 12.2% 7.4%

H—Transportation and storage 2.9% 4.7%

I—Accommodation and food service activities 3.5% 6.8%

J—Information and communication 2.2% 4.2%

K—Financial and insurance activities 2.2% 4.7%

L—Real estate activities 3.1% 2.6%

M—Professional, scientific, and technical activities 5.0% 3.7%

N—Administrative and support service activities 3.3% 3.7%

O—Public administration and defence;
compulsory social security 2.2% 1.6%

P—Education 3.4% 1.1%

Q—Human health and social work activities 6.9% 7.4%

R—Arts, entertainment, and recreation 1.5% 2.1%

S—Other service activities 7.7% 8.4%

For the analysis, we used elements of descriptive statistics, hierarchical regression
analysis, and structural equation modeling (SEM). Our analysis consisted of three steps:

− First, we outlined the elements of descriptive statistics (i.e., means and standard
deviations) and zero-order correlations between the variables of the interest for the
aggregated sample.

− Second, we outlined results from the hierarchical regression analysis regarding the
influence of leaders’ personal values on their democratic behavior in the Slovenian
and Austrian samples. To capture the effect of the control variables, which may
have some influence—i.e., age, gender, education, position in the organization, and
organizational size—we included them into a hierarchical regression analysis. The
control variables were entered first into the analysis, followed by CVs and IVs.

− Third, additionally, a path analysis was conducted in AMOS in order to examine paths
between the two groups of personal values and leader democratic behavior to more
precisely capture the effect of personal values on democratic behavior.

Since we cannot underestimate or overlook the possible impact of several control
variables that are commonly used in behavioral studies, such as age [36], gender [59,78],
and industry [29,53], we utilized hierarchical regression analysis in step 2, as suggested
by [79], which matches the prevalent research practice [59]. In order to comprehensively
address the impact of leaders’ personal values on their democratic behavior, we additionally
used SEM to examine the pathways, since SEM combines the simultaneous performance
of different multivariate techniques. This provides different angles of analysis in social
science research, improves the clarification of the specified research model [80], and covers
the possible differences in the results between regression analysis in SPSS and SEM in
AMOS [81,82]. We proceeded to examine the paths between CVs and IVs on one hand and
leaders’ democratic behavior on the other hand using the SEM technique.

3.3. Measures

In line with the purpose of this research, we identified three latent variables; two inde-
pendent variables—i.e., CVs and IVs—and one dependent variable—leaders’
democratic behavior.
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3.3.1. Individualistic and Collectivistic Personal Values

Personal values were measured using the Schwartz Value Survey (SVS) [22], which
includes a list of 56 single personal values. In the survey, respondents rate each of
56 personal values using a nine-point interval scale, ranging from “opposed to my values”
(−1) to “of supreme importance” (7). According to the SVS, we used two dimensions of
personal values—namely, CVs and IVs [25]. CVs include the sub-dimensions of benevo-
lence, tradition, and conformity, while IVs include power, achievement, hedonism, and
self-direction [22]. The results of the empirical research on portioning the Schwartz model
into higher-order dimension values can be found in model validation studies—e.g., [57].

The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for the total sample of leaders showed an
acceptable fit to the model with one higher-order factor—namely, individualism—and five
first-order factors (i.e., sub-dimensions of the values of power, achievement, hedonism,
stimulation, and self-direction). χ2(N = 405, df = 244) = 2.287, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.900;
IFI = 0.902; RMSEA = 0.052. The Cronbach alpha for IVs is α = 0.823.

Turning to the collectivism values, the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for the total
sample of leaders showed an acceptable fit for the model with one higher-order factor—i.e.,
collectivism—and three first-order factors (i.e., benevolence, tradition, and conformity).
χ2(N = 405, df = 164) = 372.816, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.917; IFI = 0.919; RMSEA = 0.052. The
Cronbach alpha for CVs is α = 0.870.

3.3.2. Leaders’ Democratic Behavior

We created the dependent latent variable, “leaders’ democratic behavior”, based on
exploratory factorial analysis (EFA), using varimax rotation and principal component
extraction. Based on the EFA of 25 items aiming to measure various aspects of man-
agement behavior and reliability analysis, nine items accurately and reliably represent
leaders’ democratic behavior; see [5]. For each item, respondents were asked to indicate
their agreement/disagreement with different statements on an eight-point interval scale,
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 8 (totally agree). Thus, one anchor represents leaders’
autocratic behavior (1) and the other anchor demonstrates leaders’ democratic leadership
behavior (8).

Variables are represented accurately and reliably by nine items—i.e., (a) the coordi-
nation of work in the organization is based on informal rules and procedures (1—totally
disagree; 8—totally agree), (b) the complexity of tasks and/or work prevail in the organiza-
tion (1—totally disagree; 8—totally agree), (c) management in the organization is focused
on employees and their needs (1—totally disagree; 8—totally agree), (d) group/team
work prevails in the organization (1—totally disagree; 8—totally agree); (e) control in the
organization belongs in the domain of employees (1—totally disagree; 8—totally agree),
(f) authority in organization is delegated to the employees (1—totally disagree; 8—totally
agree), (g) management in an organization relies on personal power (1—totally disagree;
8—totally agree), (h) cooperation between management and employees is strong (1—totally
disagree; 8—totally agree), and (i) cooperation between management and employees is
informal (1—totally disagree; 8—totally agree).

The exploratory factor analysis (EFA) for the total sample of leaders showed an
acceptable fit for the model with one first-order factor—i.e., democratic leadership behavior.
χ2(N = 405, df = 44) = 143.769, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.911; IFI = 0.913; RMSEA = 0.069. The
Cronbach alpha for democratic leadership was 0.724. Most of the other studies in this
field are confirmatory in their nature, since they use established and previously validated
instruments. The authors of [30] use a transformational–transactional typology, reporting
coefficients ranging between 0.60 and 0.83. The author of [19] reported on a study of
charismatic leadership coefficients ranging between 0.74 and 0.80. Compared to other
studies and in terms of the exploratory nature of our study, the reliability coefficient of our
study is satisfactory.
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3.4. Research Design and Analysis

In line with the idea of this research, we examined the influence of leaders’ CVs and
IVs on their democratic behavior. The research model is depicted in Figure 1.
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classification, offering 22 possible industries. We followed the suggestions of [74] and
merged the industry variable with a dichotomous variable with two categories—namely,
manufacturing and service. In the manufacturing category, we merged all industries from
A to C according to the NACE classification, while in the service category were all the
remaining industries, from D to the end of the list.

Since we have the source of both the independent and dependent variables in one
instrument, there is the possibility of bias caused by using a single method of data col-
lection [83]. We estimated the common method variance by using the Harman single-
factor technique in SPSS and the common marker variable technique in AMOS. We used
exploratory factor analysis, where all variables were loaded onto a single factor and con-
strained so that there was no rotation [84]. The newly introduced common latent factor
explains 24.60% of the variance, which is lower than an acceptable 50% of the variance.

Looking at the correlations between the variables in this study (see Table 2), we can
see that they are all far below high correlations (>0.900). This is an indication that a small
possibility of common method bias exists [85]. The highest correlation among variables
in the study is the one between CVs and IVs (β = 0.780; p < 0.001). This reflects the
individualism vs. collectivism dichotomy from SVS [86] and reflects that personal values
represent individuals’ systems of personal values, where the values are inter-related [24,87].
Collinearity statistics were also calculated in the frame of hierarchical regression analysis.
VIF (ranging between 1.015 and 1.838) and tolerance values (ranging between 0.544 and
0.994) were all in an acceptable range, as VIF values below 10 are acceptable and the
tolerance values are higher than 0.100 [88]. It is evident that multicollinearity is not a
problem in this study.
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Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations a.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 46.43 11.177 1

2. Gender 1.38 0.485 0.001 1

3. Education 4.14 0.762 −0.078 −0.013 1

4. Position in
organization 3.46 0.787 0.179 *** −0.130 ** 0.095 * 1

5. Organizational
size 2.12 0.530 −0.027 −0.136 ** 0.153 ** −0.021 1

6. Industry 1.76 0.429 0.131 ** 0.110 * −0.058 −0.020 −0.046 1

7. Country 1.45 0.498 −0.058 −0.286 *** 0.053 −0.105 * 0.273 *** −0.081 1

8. Collectivistic
personal values 5.04 1.200 0.046 0.281 *** −0.139 ** 0.003 −0.178 *** 0.050 −0.452 *** 1

9. Individualistic
personal values 4.77 1.039 −0.038 0.290 *** −0.040 0.040 −0.100 * 0.024 −0.420 *** 0.780 *** 1

10. Democratic
behavior 5.11 1.052 0.149 ** 0.098 * −0.066 0.174 *** −0.237 *** 0.123 ** −0.332 *** 0.281 *** 0.181 ***

a * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

In terms of reporting the goodness of fit of the proposed research model (see Figure 1),
the fit statistic was calculated for the three-factor measurement model—i.e., IVs, CVs, and
leaders’ democratic behavior. χ2 (N = 405, df = 1722) = 3543.915, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.845;
NFI = 0.851; RMSEA = 0.047. The RMSEA value indicated a good fit between the hypothe-
sized model and data [89,90], since values below 0.05 indicate a good fit [91,92]. Some other
measures of goodness of fit, such as CFI and NFI, indicate a lower fit, since the values are
below the suggested 0.900 [90]. The authors of [93] claim that the mentioned measures of fit
also do not perfectly express the quality of the models; thus, the quality should be judged by
other internal and external criteria, such as theoretical grounding. Some additional reasons,
which support the adequacy of our model, are (1) that the prevalent research practices often
do not consider the reliability of the entire proposed model or possible relations [94,95];
(2) that the findings of our model are in agreement with psychological findings [22,96],
(3) that our findings match the results from studies examining values–attitudes–behavior
relations [36,97,98]. Additionally, the test of closeness of fit—PCLOSE—which tests the
hypothesis that the RMSEA is good in the population (Ho, 2006), yielded 0.974. This value
indicates that our proposed model (Figure 1) fits the data well, since our value is well
above that suggested by [93]—namely, >0.5.

4. Results
Descriptive Statistics

The mean values, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables of the
interest are outlined in Table 2.

Some of the associations from Table 2 are noteworthy. First, the country was signifi-
cantly associated with CVs, IVs, and leaders’ democratic behavior. Second, CVs and IVs
were significantly associated with leaders’ democratic behavior. Third, some personal and
organizational demographic variables were significantly associated with leaders’ demo-
cratic behavior. Based on these significant associations, we separately examined the effects
of CVs and IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior for Slovenia and Austria.

Table 3 outlines the results from the hierarchical regression analysis. In the first phase
of the hierarchical regression analysis, we entered a set of demographic and organizational
variables, followed by the CVs and IVs. In Table 4, the results of the pathway analysis
between leaders’ CVs and IVs and leaders’ democratic behavior using SEM are outlined.
Control variables were also included in the path analysis in SEM.
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Table 3. Hierarchical regression analysis of the influence of leaders’ individualistic and collectivistic values on democratic
leadership behavior in Slovenia and Austria.

Model R Square β t Sig.

SLO AUT SLO AUT SLO AUT SLO AUT

1. Demographic and
organizational variables 0.071 0.071

Age 0.093 0.069 1.512 0.903 0.132 0.368
Gender −0.048 0.029 −0.777 0.376 0.438 0.707

Education 0.060 −0.023 1.000 −0.309 0.318 0.757
Position in organization 0.175 0.136 2.935 1.691 0.004 0.093

Organizational size −0.057 −0.189 −0.954 −2.558 0.341 0.011
Industry 0.120 −0.028 1.984 −0.381 0.048 0.704

2. Personal values 0.132 0.097
Collectivistic personal values 0.174 0.177 2.188 1.948 0.030 0.053

Individualistic personal values 0.109 −0.188 1.363 −2.068 0.174 0.040

Table 4. Path analysis of the relations between leaders’ individualistic and collectivistic values and democratic leadership
behavior for the Slovenian and Austrian sample.

R Square Standardized
Coefficients (β) C.R. p

SLO AUT SLO AUT SLO AUT SLO AUT

0.200% 0.230%
Age 0.111 0.036 1.449 0.528 0.147 0.598

Gender −0.046 0.068 −0.742 0.995 0.458 0.320
Education −0.033 −0.066 −0.554 −0.969 0.579 0.333

Position in organization 0.187 0.208 1.838 2.918 0.066 0.004
Organizational size 0.058 −0.215 0.911 −2.997 0.362 0.003

Industry 0.101 −.056 1.374 −0.866 0.169 0.387
Collectivistic personal values 0.368 0.255 2.030 2.994 0.042 0.003

Individualistic personal values 0.011 −0.248 0.174 −3.269 0.862 0.001

* dependent variable—democratic leadership.

The results for the Slovenian sample show that the demographic and organizational
variables accounted for 7.1 percent of the variance in managers’ democratic behavior, while
in the Austrian sample those variables accounted for 7.1 percent of the variance. The
entry of CVs and IVs increased the explained variance in managers’ democratic leadership
behavior in the Slovenian sample by a further 5.1 percent, to a total of 13.2 percent, while in
the Austrian sample, the entry of CVs and IVs dimensions increased the explained variance
in managers’ democratic behavior only by 2.6 percent, to a total of 9.7 percent. The ANOVA
results for the Slovenian sample reveal that the entry of demographic and organizational
variables yielded a significant influence on a leader’s democratic behavior, F(6,253) = 3.231,
p < 0.01. The addition of two dimensions of values also revealed their significant association
with leader’s democratic behavior, F(8,251) = 4.757, p < 0.001. Turning to the Austrian sam-
ple, the ANOVA results reveal that the demographic and organizational variables yielded
a significant influence on the leader’s democratic leadership behavior, F(6,182) = 2.325,
p < 0.05. The addition of two dimensions of values also made their association with the
leader’s democratic leadership behavior more significant, F(8,180) = 2.404, p < 0.05.

Regarding the differences due to the different approaches used—i.e., hierarchical
regression analysis (Table 3) and SEM (Table 4)—it is evident that the strengths of the
standardized coefficients are higher in SEM than in the hierarchical regression analysis.
The directions remain the same disregarding which approach is used. We further comment
on the results according to the results in Table 4.

The impact of CVs on democratic leadership behavior is positive and statistically
significant in both samples (Slovenia—β = 0.368; p < 0.05; Austria—β = 0.255; p < 0.01),
supporting Hypothesis 1. The stronger impact of CVs in the Slovenian sample than in the
Austrian one provides support for Hypothesis 3.
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The impact of IVs on democratic leadership behavior is positive and non-significant
in the Slovenian sample (β = 0.011; p > 0.05), while in the Austrian one it is negative and
statistically significant (β = −0.248; p < 0.01). This, in general, suggests the rejection of
Hypothesis 2. Although, looking through the prism of countries in the study, Hypothesis 2
is rejected for Slovenia, and it can be confirmed for the Austrian sample. Despite the
fact that the negative impact of IVs on democratic leadership is stronger for the Austrian
sample than for the Slovenian sample, we can only provisionally support Hypothesis 4, as
the impact in Slovenia is not negative, as hypothesized.

5. Discussion

The relationship between leaders’ personal values and leaders’ democratic leadership
behavior has been highlighted in the literature as a very interesting one [15,26,28]. This
was an obvious place to start from and it moved the field forward.

The obtained results follow on from previous cognitions about (a) the positive in-
fluence of CVs on leaders’ democratic behavior—e.g., the authors of [19,54] reported the
prevailing influence of CVs on leaders’ democratic behavior—and (b) the negative influ-
ence of IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior—e.g., the authors of [97] reported the decisive
role of authority and power for IVs. According to our hierarchical regression analysis, the
CVs had a positive and significant influence in Slovenia and the IVs had a negative and
significant influence in Austria.

The negative influences of leaders’ IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior in the Austrian
sample matched the established theoretical cognitions from psychology [58,59]. Otherwise,
the identified positive correlations in the Slovenian sample have not been previously
reported in behavior studies [7,98]. As the outlined positive correlation is weak and non-
significant, we may only tentatively argue that this positive association was simply random.
Looking for other reasons, this could have emerged due to the sample structure or the
specifics of the respondents—for instance, the specifics of values for managers. This impact
could also stem from the changes related to the impact of EU accession [75,99], changes in
value orientation [100], differences in generation cohorts [101,102], or the values of the new
generations of business professionals coming to the forefront [14,103].

It is obvious that we need new theoretical knowledge about the characteristics of, role
of, and mechanism of influence of these values on democratic behavior—e.g., Why do IVs
positively affect the democratic behavior?; How does the positive impact of IVs determine
the whole effect of values on the democratic behavior?; Does the mechanism of IVs impact
on democratic behavior?

Regarding the explanatory power of the variables of interest, our study showed
similar results to previous studies [20,29,60]. Oppositely, the results indicate that the
demographic variables are stronger predictors of democratic leadership behavior in Austria
than in Slovenia, while the personal values are stronger predictors of democratic leadership
behavior in the Slovenian sample.

In terms of the personal and organizational demographic variables, considered as
controls, we may argue the following. The position of respondents in both Slovenian
and Austrian organizations is positively associated with leader’s democratic behavior,
indicating that employees at hierarchical higher positions are more prone to adopt demo-
cratic behavior. This reflects the need for the inclusion of organizational members in the
decision-making process, typically present at a higher managerial level, where decisions are
complex and unstructured [104]. This reflects democratic leadership behavior [5], where
participation in decision-making is the core of democratic leadership. Another significant
but negative impact on leaders’ democratic behavior in Austria belongs to the impact
of organizational size. This reflects that, in smaller organizations, the leaders’ behavior
is closer to democratic behavior, compared to in larger organizations. For instance, in
smaller organizations, a manager can easily attract and include almost everyone in the
decision-making process, while in larger organizations, such participation is limited due to
the large number of employees, lack of time and skills, etc. The organization’s industry
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does not have a substantial impact on leaders’ democratic behavior, and only in Slovenia
it indicates that, in service organizations, the leader’s behavior is more democratic than
their behavior in manufacturing organizations. However, the impact is very weak. In
the context of the impact of demographic variables on leaders’ democratic behavior, it
is also important to note that the impact of demographic and organizational variables
vary depending on the analysis conducted, such as correlation for aggregated sample of
Slovenia and Austria, hierarchical regression analysis and path analysis in SEM, and their
impact if becoming weaker when including them in path analysis in SEM. This steams
from the simultaneous consideration of the influences of leaders’ democratic behavior
in our study (i.e., selected demographic variables and CVs and IVs) as well as from the
dominance of the impact of CVs and IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior, compared to the
impact of demographic variables.

Building upon the significant associations between CVs and IVs on one hand, leaders’
democratic behavior on the other hand, and the role of leadership in more sustainable
organizational working and behavior [40,43–45], we may argue the following. In terms
of the contribution of personal values to sustainable development, we may argue that
the IVs, which emphasize the concern for “individuals’ own interests”, contradict the
goals of sustainable development [105,106]. Those values in our survey also negatively
contribute to leaders’ democratic behavior, confirming the above assumptions. Inversely,
CVs positively contribute to sustainable development, as CVs also put in the forefront
the interests of others, going beyond one’s own interests [106,107]. Those values in our
survey positively contribute to leaders’ democratic behavior, again supporting the above
assumptions. For instance, [108] found that benevolence values, among others, which are
one of the pillars of CVs, were related to pro-environmental values.

To sum up, the cognitions about associations between CVs, IVs, leaders’ democratic
behavior, and sustainable development reveal that democratic leadership behavior con-
tributes to the sustainable working and behavior of organizations.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

The theoretical implications of this study may be directed to holistic considerations of
the associations between the investigated variables, where the influence of leaders’ CVs
and IVs on their democratic behavior should be considered simultaneously. We connected
together dispersed cognitions concerning (1) the impact of personal values on leadership
style [3,11,31,32], (2) the impact of personal values on achieving sustainable working and
behavior [41,46,47,109], and (3) cognitions about how leadership contributes to the achieve-
ment of sustainable goals via the creation of socially responsible organizations [40,43–45].
We concluded that democratic leadership contributes to the sustainable working and behav-
ior of organizations. This provides a substantial theoretical contribution from a sustainable
development perspective.

5.2. Implications for Practice

The most notable implications for practice in this research are the following. First,
managers in organizations should recognize the role of personal values in shaping leader’s
behavior. Therefore, we can conclude that the utilization of different behavior initiatives
can strengthen the leaders’ values, which support the improvement of leaders’ democratic
behavior. This idea can be based upon the complementary theory [110]; it argues that
initiatives targeting single behavior variables produce synergetic effects and complement
each other when they are combined [12,111,112]. For instance, organizations can establish
democratic behavior norms in business policy and utilize an appropriate “Code of behav-
ior”, which are two distinct behavior initiatives, but their combined usage has synergetic
effects on the organization stakeholders’ behavior [6,37]. If organizations supplement the
previous initiatives with education or the training of employees regarding democratic
behavior [8,60,94], these different initiatives will likely reinforce each other and may result
in improved individual democratic behavior. For instance, the authors of [113] exposed
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the complementary of equity theory and instrumentality theory, and the authors of [8]
emphasized the complementary aspects of several levels of leadership for the consideration
of leaders’ behavior.

Managers should also recognize the importance of democratic behavior in foster-
ing the sustainable working and behavior of organizations. For instance, with fostering
democratic behavior the contribution can be at least twofold: first, in following the cur-
rent trend of empowerment [114,115], downsizing [116], and desire for the inclusion of
employees in decision making in organizations [117,118]; second, in responding to calls
for the more sustainable working and behavior of organizations [65,119,120]. In that con-
text, managers should capitalize on the positive impact of CVs on democratic leadership
behavior. One of the CVs sub-dimensions is benevolence values, which focus on the
preservation and enhancement of the welfare of people with whom one is in frequent
personal contact (SVS) [22]. This implies that heightening the importance of benevolence
values will contribute to the more social concern, which is one of the three pillars of
sustainable development [121], as well as to the more sustainable working and behavior
of organizations.

There might be also organized in-service training, workshops, etc., to increase con-
sciousness of the importance of CVs for democratic behavior and the more sustainable
working and behavior of organizations. This corresponds to the notion that concern for
organizations’ sustainable working and behavior is often only “on paper” [65]. Thus, it is
essential to increase consciousness of sustainability in organizations.

Practical implications are also related to the study and comparison of leaders’ demo-
cratic behavior in an international environment. The study results could also be used
for rethinking the previous studies regarding the influence on organizations’ efficiency
and effectiveness.

Finally, the academic community can also benefit from the results of this study, as it
can integrate more content in the curricula about the association between personal values
and future business professionals, as Generation Y does not put concern for sustainable
development at the forefront of their interests [103].

5.3. Limitations

The most significant limitations are the following. First, a minor limitation is the self-
assessment approach used for obtaining managers’ answers. Since managers’ democratic
behavior is assessed through their self-perception via values, general conclusions about
the actual behavior of managers may be limited. This matches the possible differences
between the perceived and actual behavior of an individual [122,123]. Despite the possible
influence of participants self-reporting their answers on the results [25,124–126], self-report
methodologies are a primary source of data in psychology and especially in social sciences.
Many of the findings disseminated to the management community draw from self-report
research [84]. The self-assessment approach is also used in empirical research about values,
behavior, and ethics [35,74,75,127]. The above-mentioned studies consider the use of a
self-assessment approach neither as an important limitation nor as a factor that might have
an important influence on the results.

Second, another limitation lies in the different administration mode of our survey [128].
We used different modes for administering the survey in Slovenia and Austria due to the
availability of funds for surveying. In Slovenia, we had the resources for conducting
telephone interviewing, while for Austria we did not. Therefore, we used online surveying
in order to obtain answers from employees in organizations. The Slovenian participants
provided answers via telephone, while the Austrian participants completed the survey
online. Due to the perfect correlation between the mode of survey administration and
the country of origin, it was not possible to include the mode of survey administration
in the analysis—e.g., as a dummy variable to identify the possible effect of the different
modes administering the survey in selected countries. The inability to control the mode of
survey administration may have had an impact on the results of the survey and limited the
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conclusions we have drawn from the data. Despite these concerns, management literature
does not provide sufficient evidence about the impact of the mixed mode of behavioral
studies. Looking beyond management studies, evidence is also rare. For instance, the
results regarding the examined behavior of bicyclists, obtained via different modes of
survey administration—i.e., phone interview and online survey—do not differ across the
two survey samples [129]. Despite some possible problems with the interpretation of data
from mixed-mode surveys, we may conclude that neither the management literature nor
other literature provide enough evidence, which will reduce the power of the mixed-mode
versus single-mode survey in management research.

Third, the next limitation is related to the single-source nature of the data, since
managers in the survey rated both their CVs and IVs, as well as their perception about
single items concerning democratic leadership behavior, using values. Researchers have
considered this issue by reporting results from the common method variances test [83,84]
and report that single-source of data is not decisive for their conclusions [59,127]. In our
study, the common method variance test revealed that bias is not a problem and confirmed
the usefulness of our survey.

Fourth, the response rate in our survey was lower than the 50% regarded as satisfactory
in social science research [130–132]. For the telephone survey of Slovenian respondents,
the response rate, 29.7%, is satisfactory—e.g., research about personal values and ethics
reported response rates lower or similar to ours in their studies, with the lowest being
about 15% [37,59,75]. Typically, online surveys are much less likely to achieve response
rates as high as those of surveys administered on paper [133] or using the telephone [134].
The response rate of the Austrian participants answering via web survey—i.e., 13.07%—
matches the average response rate in surveys administered online—e.g., the authors of [135]
summarized the response rates from thirty-nine studies utilizing a web survey mode and
revealed that about one third of the examined studies had response rates below 15%.

Fifth, a minor limitation that may limit the broader generalization of the results comes
from the structure of the sample, which is not representative, as smaller organizations and
employees in non-managerial positions are not included. Additionally, the gender ratio is
only provisional, but despite that, the findings may be considered as reliable and relevant,
as in business studies researchers frequently focus on specific viewpoints in their research.
For instance, we can find evidence of studies focusing on specific organizational sizes—
for instance, on large organizations [136] or small and medium enterprises [137,138]—or
studies focusing on managers in organizations [13,14].

5.4. Future Research Directions

Several of our potential future research directions are obvious. This paper sets the stage
for the further examination of the effect of CVs and IVs on sustainable development, as
they have significant influence on leaders’ democratic behavior when considering leaders’
democratic behavior as a mediator variable. This will help us to additionally clarify how
personal values and leaders’ democratic behavior simultaneously influence sustainable
development—i.e., in the working and behavior of organizations. It will also be beneficial
to include more countries in the analysis to verify the pattern of the results beyond the
two selected economies. Another promising direction for further research is to clarify
how leaders’ CVs and IVs influence leaders’ individual behavior characteristics; this has
not been exposed and examined in detail in previous studies [1,20,29]. This will provide
answers to questions such as how achieved values’ equilibration shapes their effect on
behavior and how single behavioral characteristics contribute to the whole effect of values
on behavior. Finally, the identified positive correlation in the Slovenian sample between
IVs and democratic leaders’ behavior is worth considering in the near future.

6. Conclusions

This research addresses the influence of CVs and IVs on leaders’ democratic behavior
in Slovenian and Austrian organizations from a sustainability perspective. The results
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reveal that, in Slovenia, leaders’ CVs are more important than their IVs in shaping their
democratic behavior. Based on results calculated from 208 Slovenian and 196 Austrian
leaders’ responses and using hierarchical regression and SEM, it becomes evident that CVs
have a significant and positive influence on democratic leadership behavior in Slovenia
and Austria. The impact of IVs is significant and negative in Austria, while in Slovenia the
effect is positive and not significant. Based on the associations between CVs, IVs, leaders’
democratic behavior, and sustainable development, we can conclude that democratic
leadership contributes to the sustainable working and behavior of organizations. Our
findings will be useful for future examinations in this field, improving the sustainable
working and behavior of organizations, and refreshing the curricula of business schools.
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