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Abstract: This paper aims to assess workers’ well-being through a survey of Italian firms by exploring
the factors of leadership styles, ethical behavior, and organizational identification. In recent years,
also due to the COVID-19 pandemic and technological progress, workers’ well-being has increasingly
become a fundamental driver for company strategy and governance. Workers are increasingly
interested in their well-being and work–life balance rather than just their level of remuneration or
position at work. The company’s ability to strategically retain capable collaborators is, therefore,
fundamental, especially in light of the recent increase in resignations. Based on a sample of workers
in Italian firms during the post-COVID-19 period (the year 2022), this paper evaluates whether
leadership styles, ethical behavior, and organizational identification are related to workers’ well-
being beyond the workplace. The empirical model allows for a clear and effective evaluation of
several characteristics, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of the data that support
management’s strategic decisions regarding worker well-being policies.

Keywords: management; well-being; leadership; business ethics; organizational identification;
healthy workplace

1. Introduction

The term “well-being” is widely used in modern society, as it has always been im-
portant for the physical and psychological evolution of humanity. Well-being is generally
linked to a satisfying quality of life, and it is considered crucial to reach happiness and
health. The issue of well-being is important in various fields of research and applications.
In recent years, well-being has often been associated with job topics and, in particular,
with the organization and management of firms. Indeed, people spend a lot of their time
at work, and undoubtedly, work-related issues can affect the overall level of well-being
of individuals. A workplace that prioritizes worker well-being provides employees with
a supportive environment that promotes good health, happiness, and success. Hence,
emphasizing worker well-being benefits both employees and companies, as it leads to
a happier and more productive workforce, which contributes to the company’s overall
success and growth (Tortia 2008; Zhang et al. 2022; Moreira et al. 2023). Moreover, com-
panies that promote well-being have a better chance of preserving their employees so as
to retain the best collaborators and fight against the recent phenomenon of the so-called
Great Resignation (Tessema et al. 2022; Serenko 2023). Managers should consider how
to use available human capital to preserve and improve the well-being of the workers.
The well-being of workers has implications for society, families, and even the productivity
of firms.

Hence, some recent studies have highlighted the need to look deeper into the well-
being of workers in firms in light of important transformations during the pandemic
period and technological progress. The COVID-19 pandemic has played a significant
role in the level of workers’ well-being, not only out of fear of exposure to the virus
but especially about the concerns of financial insecurities, as well as the increased level
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of anxiety and stress (Foti et al. 2023). The pandemic period changed people’s way of
working and work habits, which had significant impacts on job satisfaction, well-being,
and work–life balance. For example, the policy regulations related to the containment
of the COVID-19 virus have introduced a wide range of measures to incentivize and—in
many cases—mandate a temporary shift to working from home. Remote working has
also had significant importance in the current post-COVID-19 emergency period, posing
necessary reflections on the new drivers of worker well-being. Hence, an important topic
is a blurred boundary between the start and end of the workday (Fan and Moen 2022).
Moreover, work settings and digital equipment are, in many cases, inadequate with at-
home workstation adjustment costs initially borne by employees themselves (Rudnicka
et al. 2020). The linkages between workers’ well-being and technological progress have
a twofold direction. Indeed, technological progress can improve productivity, ensuring
higher wages and higher possibilities of job retention. However, technological progress and
automation, such as artificial intelligence, for example, can negatively impact well-being
through the increase of stress and insecurities in job perspectives. The positive or negative
consequences depending on how technological progress is applied and managed (Johnson
et al. 2020; Nazareno and Schiff 2021).

To promote workers’ well-being, and in light of recent social transformations, several
authors have studied certain managerial aspects within companies, such as organizational
identification, ethical behavior, and leadership styles. Recent studies have highlighted the
role of leadership style on employees’ well-being, considering that different leadership
styles (e.g., autocratic, participative, laissez-faire) affect the workers’ psychological well-
being differently. Hence, corporate governance should consider the best leadership style to
increase workers’ well-being (Scheidlinger 1994; Avolio et al. 2009; Bass and Riggio 2006;
Bryman 2013; Inceoglu et al. 2018). Organizational identification refers to the extent to
which individuals feel a sense of attachment and commitment to the organization they
work for. When individuals identify with an organization, they see themselves as part of it
and perceive the goals, values, and interests of the organization as their own (Wiesenfeld
et al. 2001; Riketta 2005; Sillince and Golant 2018). Workers with high organizational
identification could have higher job satisfaction and lower levels of stress, with a positive
effect in terms of well-being and work–life balance (Knight and Haslam 2010; Conroy
et al. 2017; Greco et al. 2022; Andrade and Neves 2022; Garraio et al. 2023). Some recent
research has suggested that an ethical climate and positive working environment could
be another important driver to improve workers’ well-being. The ethical climate could
be associated with a perception of trust toward colleagues and corporate governance.
The greater feeling of trust could reduce the levels of stress and anxiety, with positive
implications on productivity and motivation (Victor and Cullen 1988; Briggs et al. 2012;
Teresi et al. 2019; Su and Hahn 2022). However, the direct connection between leadership
styles, ethical climate, organizational identification, and workers’ mental well-being beyond
the workplace remains understudied in recent literature, as these items have been explored
mostly in terms of their impact on job performance and well-being in relation to the working
environment. It is worth considering that working hours take up a large part of the day
and, therefore, company dynamics can have an impact on the general mental well-being of
workers outside the working context.

To the best of our knowledge, there are no conclusive results about these aspects
related to workers’ well-being, and no previous studies have investigated whether these
factors together contribute to better workers’ mental well-being beyond the workplace.
In addition, a recent study examined whether COVID-19 could play a role in facilitating
or constraining these patterns (Foti et al. 2023). Thus, we extend our main analysis by
investigating the influence of leadership style, organizational identification, and ethical
climate together on workers’ well-being (the so-called WHO-5 Well-Being Index) beyond
the workplace in the post-COVID-19 emergency period. The study allowed us to map these
variables across two medium–large-sized Italian companies also with offices abroad. In
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total, 390 responsive workers were surveyed in the year 2022 through a self-administered
questionnaire developed on the Qualtrics Platform.

There are several motivations at the basis of the analysis. It is an under-researched
issue, but relevant for the management and success of companies, above all, to avoid
the resignation of good collaborators. This study applies a suitable methodology with
an application of a structured questionnaire survey and econometric analysis. Moreover,
the focus on general well-being outside the firms contributes to the managerial literature
about the suitable drivers to be used; it has interesting implications for future research,
as well as useful applications of managerial practices and social implications, allowing
a more comprehensive understanding of the data that support managements’ strategic
decisions regarding worker well-being policies. The main results of the empirical analysis
identified that workers’ general well-being was positively associated with organizational
identification, the ethical friendship climate, and the participative style of leadership.
Otherwise, the job stressor index seems to be negatively related to general workers’ well-
being. These results can support the strategic choices of management in policies toward
workers’ well-being to retain capable collaborators and prevent potentially expensive
resignations.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 specifically presents the theoretical
approach and hypothesis; Section 3 describes the research design and the methodology
followed; Section 4 presents the results. Section 5 provides the discussion and implications,
and Section 6 offers the conclusions, limitations, and future research directions.

2. Theoretical Framework and Research Hypotheses
2.1. Theoretical Background

Well-being is a very important issue for the workers, as well as for the success of the
companies. The interest in well-being can be traced back thousands of years, and it has al-
ways been very important to people’s lives. It refers to an overall state of psychological and
physical satisfaction experienced by individuals. It describes personal traits that establish
how an individual reacts in circumstances of pressure, stress, and opportunities. Recently,
the concept of well-being has received significant attention in the fields of management
and psychology (Yadeun-Antuñano 2019).

The conceptualization of well-being has been addressed mainly through the objective
approach and the subjective approach (Brown et al. 2012; Knox et al. 2015). The objective
well-being approach relates to observable and quantifiable data as social, physical, and
economic indicators. Policymakers, academics, and companies often use objective measures
to compare an individual’s or population’s well-being. In the objective approach, workers’
well-being is measured based on whether the job contributes to satisfying their needs and
achieving their goals (Budd and Spencer 2015). Therefore, the objective approach depends
on ”job quality” measures, i.e., job features and working conditions (Felstead et al. 2019;
Howell and Kalleberg 2019). The objective approach has also been criticized for focusing on
the characteristics of the job and for ignoring the wider meanings that work has in people’s
lives (Nikolova and Cnossen 2020).

The subjective well-being approach admits that individuals’ well-being cannot be
completely assessed only through objective or external indicators. Subjective well-being
emphasizes the crucial role of an individual’s own perspectives in defining their general
well-being by assuming that people are the best judge of their work and satisfaction. Indeed,
the most important measure of subjective well-being is job satisfaction (Stone and Mackie
2014; Graham et al. 2018). A critical aspect of job satisfaction as a proxy of worker well-being
is that workers may feel satisfied in an objectively bad job (Brown et al. 2012). Well-being
can be considered from different points of view, and it can be influenced by several drivers
of the company organization.

It is worth considering that working hours absorb a large part of the day. The time
spent at work seems to be a crucial component of people’s utility and subjective well-being.
Therefore, company dynamics can also have an impact on the general mental well-being
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of workers outside the working context (Bryson and MacKerron 2017). Research has
indicated that work contributes to overall satisfaction (Blanchflower and Oswald 2011).
In this framework, global changes, digital transformation, and technological progress are
modifying some drivers of well-being so as to question some managerial and organizational
theories. In recent years, workers’ well-being has been assessed with great interest, and
many studies have attempted to investigate it further. It is crucial for companies and
managers to recognize the main drivers of overall well-being and to identify the elements
to improve workers’ lives according to the economic successes of the companies.

Hence, while the WHO-5 questionnaire primarily focuses on assessing only mental
well-being at an individual level in several psychological and clinical topics (Topp et al.
2015; Cosma et al. 2022), it can also be applied in the context of management studies to
measure workers’ well-being in organizations and beyond the workplace. In this context,
the theoretical framework of mental workers’ well-being, as captured by the WHO-5,
can draw from various management and organizational behavior theories that are worth
exploring.

2.2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

A systematic analysis of the recent literature allowed us to recognize the main areas of
research interest in management and psychological studies about workers’ well-being. We
obtained the following main topics: job stressors, organizational identification, leadership
style, and ethical climate.

Recent studies have suggested that job stress may be associated with negative health
and mental well-being outcomes (Karasek 1979). For example, Tyssen et al. (2000) found
evidence that job stress is a risk factor for poor mental well-being among working adults in
Norway. Law et al. (2020) also indicated a strong relationship between job stress and the
poor mental health of young workers. The relationship between job stress and negative
mental well-being is well established. Hence, the literature has shown that high levels of
stress at work can lead to psychological consequences in overall well-being (Mensah 2021).
The stress associated with carrying out a professional activity was often underestimated.
Stress was considered physiological both by the workers themselves and by the employers.
Recently, however, there has been more talk of so-called burnout syndrome (Schaufeli and
Bakker 2004). On the basis of the most recent studies conducted, we hypothesized, therefore,
that the level of job stressors is associated with workers’ overall mental well-being.

H1. Job stressors will be associated with a worse level of mental well-being, according to WHO-5.

Recent studies have highlighted how management can direct some organizational
variables to improve worker satisfaction and well-being. Organizational identification,
leadership style, and ethical climate seem to be the most important drivers on this topic.

Organizational identification is defined as the process through which individuals
develop a connection with the organization for which they are working (Ashforth and Mael
1989). This connection is not merely a cognitive process of recognizing membership in
an organization but also involves an emotional bond and dedication toward the organi-
zation (Pratt 1998). Recent literature has shown how highly “identified” individuals also
commonly (although not indisputably; see Conroy et al. 2017 for a review) report higher
levels of a number of outcomes in the workplace, such as higher job satisfaction, lower
work-related stress and lower turnover intentions (Wegge et al. 2006; Lee et al. 2015).

In addition, two recent meta-analyses (Steffens et al. 2017; Greco et al. 2022) have
highlighted the positive effects of organizational identification on individuals’ overall well-
being and health. The findings of Steffens et al. (2017) revealed a strong positive association
between organizational identification and health, particularly in relation to well-being
and psychological health (rather than stress and physical health). The meta-analysis by
Greco et al. (2022) also confirms how organizational identification has an impact, especially
on certain aspects of individual well-being: in particular, out of the five sub-components
considered (self-esteem, psychological well-being, engagement, stress, and burnout), this
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effect is most noticeable on self-esteem and psychological well-being. Similarly, other
recent studies confirmed that organizational identification has a positive impact not only
on work-related variables but also on overall personal well-being, intended as self-esteem,
satisfaction with life, and self-efficacy (Harris and Cameron 2005), psychological well-
being (Hameed et al. 2022), enhanced happiness and reduced stress (De Giorgio et al.
2023). However, the specific effects of organizational identification on individual mental
well-being are as yet mostly unexplored. These findings led us to hypothesize a positive
association between organizational identification and workers’ mental well-being.

H2. Organizational identification will be associated with a higher level of mental well-being,
according to WHO-5.

Leadership is a crucial concept in organizational behavior that has garnered significant
attention in the past few decades. Scholars define leadership as the process of influencing
others to contribute toward attaining group goals (Haslam 2004). Consequently, leadership
has become the subject of intense investigation as it is closely tied to organizational success.
Scholars have distinguished between various “leadership styles”, sets of behaviors em-
ployed by leaders to influence subordinates’ conduct (Bass and Riggio 2006), which have
become important points of discussion in leadership research (Judge et al. 2002; Judge and
Piccolo 2004; Brown et al. 2005). The present study examined the primary leadership styles
identified by Lewin et al. (1939) and revisited by Scheidlinger (1994), namely authoritative
(or autocratic), democratic (or participative), and laissez-faire (or ‘let it be’). Authoritative
leadership is based on the leader’s ability to direct and control their subordinates. The
leader sets clear goals for their subordinates and provides them with a sense of autonomy
and empowerment (Bass and Riggio 2006). Democratic leadership is based on the idea that
collaboration and teamwork can lead to more effective decision-making (Gastil 1994). The
leader invites subordinates to participate in the decision-making process and values their
ideas and opinions. Democratic leadership is associated with open communication, shared
decision-making, and a focus on building relationships and trust among team members
(Avolio et al. 2009). Laissez-faire leadership is a hands-off approach in which the leader
provides little direction or guidance to their subordinates. Instead, subordinates are given
complete autonomy and responsibility for their work. Laissez-faire leadership is often
associated with an “avoidance or absence of leadership” (Judge and Piccolo 2004), which
emphasizes the importance of autonomy within an organization (Bryman 2013).

Previous literature has extensively explored the association between managerial lead-
ership and employees’ well-being. Numerous studies have highlighted how leadership
styles based on control are linked with poor job well-being and psychological health among
employees (Nyberg 2009; Kuoppala et al. 2008; Inceoglu et al. 2018). A study conducted
by Anna Nyberg (2009) showed, in particular, that autocratic and self-centered leadership
styles are related to poor employee mental health, vitality, and increased behavioral stress.
Furthermore, laissez-faire leadership has also been linked to employee psychological dis-
tress, although its relation varies widely depending on the organization’s structure and
personnel skills (Skogstad et al. 2007). Indeed, the effects of laissez-faire leadership on
distress can be mediated by the occurrence of specific workplace stressors, such as exposure
to workplace bullying.

On the other hand, participative management styles have been found to be associated
with higher levels of satisfaction at work (Kim 2002) and employee engagement (Chan 2019).
However, as pointed out in the meta-analysis by Inceoglu et al. (2018), the majority of the
literature investigating leadership and well-being has mostly focused on transformational
and transactional leadership styles, as defined by Bass (1985) and has taken into account
elements of well-being strictly related to the work context, such as job satisfaction (Hobman
et al. 2011; Bhatti et al. 2012; Braun et al. 2013). The direct connection between autocratic,
participative, and laissez-faire leadership and employees’ overall well-being beyond the
workplace, on the other hand, remains understudied in recent literature, as these leadership
styles have been explored mostly in terms of their impact on job performance (Huang et al.



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 149 6 of 16

2010; Ahmed Iqbal et al. 2021). These findings led us to hypothesize a different association
between different leadership styles and workers’ mental well-being.

H3. The effects on workers’ mental well-being according to WHO-5 vary across the different
leadership styles.

The ethical climate was defined by Victor and Cullen (1988) as a set of shared percep-
tions of organizational conventions, norms, and procedures that can be either informal
or codified (through formalized regulations and policies). Ethical work climates shape
workers’ perceptions and behaviors and, in particular, those climates that promote prosocial
behavior—commonly defined as “ethical climate(s) of friendship” (Pagliaro et al. 2018;
Teresi et al. 2019)—have been shown to be more strongly associated with work performance,
organizational identification, and commitment (Treviño et al. 1998; DeConinck 2011; Briggs
et al. 2012) than those that suggest a more individualistic behavior—“ethical climate(s) of
self-interest.” However, while previous research has demonstrated the positive associations
between prosocial ethical climates and organizational outcomes, the direct effects of these
climates on individual general well-being are, to date, mostly unexplored. Based on recent
studies, we hypothesized that differences in ethical climate are associated with workers’
overall mental well-being.

H4. The effects on workers’ mental well-being according to WHO-5 vary across the different ethical
work climates.

The following research model summarizes the hypotheses formulated in this study
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Research model.

The hypotheses of this work are based on the assumption that the time spent at
work occupies most of the day. It is plausible that work dynamics are associated with
workers’ overall mental well-being. This is reflected in daily activities, family, and social life.
Nonetheless, such workers’ mental well-being could play a crucial role in job performance.
This involves the necessity of a high concentration of management on these aspects to
improve the well-being of workers’ lives and their performance in the company.

3. Research Method
3.1. Design, Participants, and Procedures

The analyses were based on data collection through questionnaires administered in
the year 2022. Following a dedicated link, participants were redirected to a questionnaire
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hosted through Qualtrics software. Participants were informed of the ethical approval and
data storage and processing procedures, all in compliance with Regulation (EU) 2016/679
GDPR. Following the ethical standards of the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki, participants
were informed of their right to refuse to participate in the study or to withdraw consent to
participate at any time without reprisal.

The study involved two medium–large-sized Italian companies also with offices
abroad. The research reached a total of 390 participants, distributed as shown in Table 1. As
can be seen from the table, male respondents represented 64.1% of the sample (compared
to 35.9% of women), and the majority of respondents belonged to Generation X and
Millennials, which comprised 75% of the total sample. Regarding the tenure in the company,
most were respondents with over 10 years of experience (41.9%), 33.3% of respondents had
between one and five years, and 14.4% of respondents had between six and ten years. Only
10.4% of the respondents have a tenure of less than one year.

Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the sample: gender, age, tenure.

(%)

Gender
Female 35.9
Male 64.1

Age
Boomers 22.7
Gen X 40.5
Millennials 34.5
Gen Z 2.3

Tenure range
<1 year 10.4
1–5 years 33.3
6–10 years 14.4
>10 years 41.9

3.2. Measures

Well-being index was measured using the World Health Organization—Five Well-
Being Index (WHO-5), which is a short self-reported measure of current mental well-being
(WHO 1998; Topp et al. 2015). Participants were asked to answer on a six-point Likert
scale from 1 (at no time) to 6 (all the time). The value of Cronbach’s Alpha for our survey
was α = 0.834. Perceived job stressors were measured using a 6-point Likert scale from 1
(completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree) of 15 questions. For example, workers were
asked to rate the following items: “My job is physically tiring”,; “I am constantly under
pressure from a heavy workload”,; “My job promotion prospects are poor”.

Organizational identification was assessed through the Italian adaptation of the orig-
inal six-item scale by Mael and Ashforth (1992) revised for organizational contexts (e.g.,
“When someone criticizes my organization, I take it as a personal insult”, “The successes of
my company are my successes”, “If my company was spoken about badly in the news, I
would feel embarrassed”); from 1, “strongly disagree”, to 6, “strongly agree”).

Autocratic leadership was assessed through the six-item scale on a six-point Likert
scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree). They were asked the following
questions: “In my experience with this company, employees are supervised closely as to
make sure that they do their job”; “In my experience with this company, it is fair to say
that most employees are considered to be lazy”; “In my experience with this company, as a
rule, supervisors are given rewards or punishments in order to be motivated and achieve
organizational objectives”; “In my experience with this company, supervisors think that
most employees feel insecure about their work and need direction”; “In my experience
with this company, supervisors are the chief judges of the achievements of the members
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of the group”; “In my experience with this company, supervisors giver orders and clarify
procedures”.

Democratic (participative) leadership was assessed through the six-item scale on a
6-point Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree). Workers were
asked to rate the following items: “In my experience with this company, employees are
part of the decision-making process”; “In my experience with this company, generally
supervisors provide guidance without pressure”; “In my experience with this company, the
communication between employees and supervisors is frequent and supportive”; “In my
experience with this company, as a rule, supervisors help employees accept responsibility
for completing their work”; “In my experience with this company, it is the supervisors’ job
to help employees find their passion”; “In my experience with this company, people are
considered to be competent and able to do a good job when given a task”.

‘Let it be’ leadership was assessed through the six-item scale on a six-point Likert
scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree). Workers were asked to rate the
following items: “In my experience with this company, in complex situations, supervisors
let employees work problems out on their own”; “In my experience with this company,
leaders stay out of the way of employees as they do their work”; “In my experience with this
company, as a rule, leaders allow employees to appraise their own work”; “In my experience
with this company, supervisors give employees complete freedom to solve problems on
their own”; “In my experience with this company, generally speaking, employees are given
little input from their supervisors”; “In my experience with this company, people are left to
do their job autonomously”.

The ethical climate of friendship and self-interest were assessed through the six-item
scale on a six-point Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree) (Cullen
et al. 1993; Lo Presti et al. 2017). Workers were asked to rate the following items to assess
the ethical climate of friendship: “In my company, people care about each other for the
good of all concerned”; “In my company, above all, people are concerned with what is
best for their colleagues”; “ My company cares about the well-being of each individual”;
“In my company, people have the interests of other colleagues at heart”; “In my company,
people are primarily concerned with what is best for other colleagues”; “In my company,
before making a decision, one expects the interests of the people involved to be taken into
account”. The items used to assess the ethical climate of self-interest were as follows: “In
my company, people mostly tend to look out for their own interests”; “In my company,
there is no place for personal moral and ethical principles”; “In my company, people protect
their own interests first”; “In my company, people are primarily concerned with what is
best for themselves”.

3.3. Model

The general model (1) used to provide evidence of the model for estimating general
workers’ Well-Being Index (WHO-5) is as follows:

who5i = αi + jobstri + oii + lea_auti + lea_demi + lea_leti + eth_friendi + eth_selfi + εi (1)

where jobstr indicates the level of job stress of the respondents; oi is the level of the organi-
zational identification; lea_aut indicates authoritative leadership style; lea_dem indicates
democratic leadership style; lea_let indicates the ‘let it be’ leadership style; eth_friend
takes into account the ethical friendship climate; eth_self considers the self-interest ethical
climate; and ε is the residual. The model used is an ordinary least-squares (Ols) method,
which is a linear regression useful to estimate the unknown parameters in a model.

4. Results

Table 2 shows the correlations between the variables considered in the model and
the descriptive statistics. It can be seen that the independent variables were not highly
correlated with each other and, therefore, each independent variable contributed unique
and non-redundant information to the analysis. There was, therefore, no multicollinearity



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 149 9 of 16

problem, and the coefficients could be interpreted more reliably due to the absence of
highly correlated variables. The values of Cronbach’s alpha coefficients showed a high
level of trustworthiness.

Table 2. Correlation between the main covariates, descriptive statistics, and Cronbach’s Alphas.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Jobstr 1
2. Oi 0.039 1
3. lea_aut 0.139 0.021 1
4. lea_dem −0.085 0.323 −0.096 1
5. lea_let −0.097 0.241 −0.224 0.573 1
6. eth_friend −0.149 0.443 −0.073 0.504 0.222 1
7. eth_self 0.179 −0.398 0.137 −0.418 −0.106 −0.676 1
Mean 3.377 4.369 2.921 4.534 4.329 3.431 3.603
Standard
deviation 0.785 1.041 0.684 0.783 0.661 0.941 1.037

Cronbach’s
Alpha 0.817 0.899 0.509 0.816 0.739 0.857 0.827

Table 3 reports the empirical evidence of the survey. Column (1) shows the econometric
results for job stressors and organizational identification. Columns (2) and (3) report the
results considering the leadership styles and the firm’s ethical climate in different steps.
Models (2) and (3) report a reduced number compared to the total number of participants
in model (1) due to the lack of answers to some survey questions by the participants.

Table 3. Workers’ well-being (WHO-5) as the dependent variable. Ols, estimations econometric
model.

(1) (2) (3)

Jobstr −0.316 ***
(0.055)

−0.288 ***
(0.054)

−0.269 ***
(0.054)

Oi 0.244 ***
(0.041)

0.190 ***
(0.045)

0.159 ***
(0.049)

Lea_aut 0.100
(0.071)

0.071
(0.065)

Lea_dem 0.205 ***
(0.072)

0.145 *
(0.078)

Lea_let 0.083
(0.084)

0.090
(0.083)

Eth_friend 0.147 **
(0.072)

Eth_self 0.035
(0.058)

_cons 4.136
(0.239)

2.676
(0.508)

2.438
(0.588)

Chi2/F 30.10 18.24 14.85
R-sq 0.183 0.238 0.252
VIF 1.00 1.28 1.68

N 390 347 347
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** Statistically significant at 1% p < 0.01; ** Statistically significant at 5%
p < 0.05; * statistically significant at 10% p < 0.1.

The econometric results clearly show a strong negative connection between job stres-
sors and workers’ well-being, corresponding to the many studies that have suggested how
job stress may be associated with negative health and mental well-being outcomes. This
trend occurred across all model specifications. Job stressors can have a negative influence
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on worker satisfaction and contribute to mental health problems beyond the workplace
(H1). Hence, job stress can affect personal lives and social relations, with repercussions on
the general well-being of the worker and on his work productivity.

The results show a positive relationship between organizational identification and
workers’ mental well-being (H2). This trend occurred clearly across all model specifications.
Overall, we can state that organizational identification and well-being are closely connected,
and the strengthening of one can lead to improvements in the other. Indeed, organiza-
tional identification refers to the degree to which employees feel a sense of belonging and
attachment to their organization. Workers who recognize higher levels of organizational
identification show higher levels of well-being. This is important not only for personal life
but also for better performance in the workplace.

The consideration of the various leadership styles reveals some interesting reflections.
By distinguishing leadership style, models (2) and (3) show that only democratic leadership
was positively associated with higher workers’ well-being (H3). Leaders that invite their
subordinates to participate in the decision-making process, as well as to share opinions and
ideas, can drive more effective collaboration and trust among team members. Authoritative
and ’let it be’ leadership styles appeared to have no statistically significant impact on
workers’ well-being.

Furthermore, the perception of the ethical climate seems to be another driver in the
consideration of workers’ well-being. Indeed, the ethical climate is a crucial component
of a healthy work environment and can have a large impact on employee satisfaction,
productivity, and the overall success of the organization. The results of model (3) indicate
that when employees perceived an ethical climate of friendship, this was associated with
greater workers’ mental well-being (H4). The ethical climate of self-interest, on the other
hand, did not seem to contribute to improving the well-being of workers.

5. Discussion

Recent studies have highlighted that job stressors, organizational identification, lead-
ership style, and ethical climate seem to be the most important drivers of job performance
and well-being in the workplace. Our results confirm the idea that these variables have an
effective role and can also explain workers’ mental well-being (so-called WHO-5 Well-Being
Index) beyond the workplace. The focus of this research was to investigate the linkages
between working aspects (job stressors, organization identification, leadership styles, and
ethical work climate) and workers’ overall mental well-being in the post-COVID-19 period.
Indeed, the pandemic period of COVID-19 could have caused stressful effects on the mental
well-being of workers regardless of company drivers (Foti et al. 2023).

The main results show that job stressors had a significant and negative relation with
workers’ mental well-being (Hypothesis 1). This confirms the association between work
dynamics and private life, reinforcing earlier findings by Karasek (1979), Tyssen et al. (2000),
and Mensah (2021). These authors found that stress at work has an important role in several
fields of private and social life. The opportunity of reducing the job stressor can operate
as a driving force to improve the standard of living of the workers, identifying bridges
between better workers’ well-being and the improvement of labor productivity.

Concerning the effect of organizational identification, we found that individuals with
higher levels of organizational identification held more positive mental well-being (H2).
Such findings appear to confirm results from previous literature about job satisfaction
effects inside the workplace (Wegge et al. 2006; Lee et al. 2015; Greco et al. 2022). Increasing
the sense of organizational identification with the company can be a challenging task for
management.

Recently, several studies have investigated the utility of splitting leadership styles
to grasp the possible impacts on worker satisfaction, calling for new insights to measure
this topic (Huang et al. 2010; Ahmed Iqbal et al. 2021). Indeed, the connection between
leadership styles such as autocratic, participative, and laissez-faire leadership and employ-
ees’ overall well-being remains an under-researched topic, as leadership styles have been
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explored mostly in terms of their impact on job performance. Hence, our results show
that participative leadership is also positively associated with the workers’ overall mental
well-being (H3). Such results suggest additional insights with respect to the previous litera-
ture, which has been focused only on the workplace (Kim 2002; Chan 2019). Furthermore,
workers’ behavior has been recently associated with ethical work climate, highlighting the
positive association between ethical climate and organizational outcomes (Treviño et al.
1998; DeConinck 2011; Pagliaro et al. 2018), as well as work performance and commitment.
Our results extend this framework by demonstrating that the ethical climate of friendship
also has positive effects on mental well-being outside the workspace (H4).

The findings of this article represent a valuable contribution toward a deeper un-
derstanding of workers’ well-being, with implications from research, management, and
policymaking standpoints as follows.

5.1. Implications for Research

The insights gained from this research on a sample of workers in Italian firms con-
tribute to the current debate on the best managerial organizational practices, highlighting
how (and which) factors can significantly affect workers’ well-being.

Furthermore, the findings of relationships between leadership styles, ethical behavior,
organizational identification, and workers’ well-being beyond the workplace are interesting.
Since these effects have not been consistently found in the literature, future studies in this
direction may be needed to investigate these relationships further.

Indeed, alongside the established factors extensively examined in current literature,
such as workers’ well-being inside the workplace, our study uncovered significant correla-
tions between managerial drivers and workers’ overall well-being. Nonetheless, further
examinations may be necessary to investigate this phenomenon for a larger number of
workers and in other countries to test any differences due to the specific national culture.

5.2. Practical Implications

The results of the study confirm the growing importance held by workers’ mental well-
being in the governance of the companies and the growing role of managers in leading the
best practices to improve workers’ well-being according to business success. Managers can
take practical actions to improve company management regarding job stress, organizational
identification, leadership style, and corporate ethical climate.

The opportunity of reducing job stressors can operate as a driving force to improve the
standard of living of workers. Management should examine whether their collaborators
constantly feel under pressure due to a heavy workload, which forces workers to work
very quickly without leaving room for reflection. Management should also investigate
other important causes that could increase stress at work, such as the ability of employees
to develop new skills and the feeling of recognition for the work done.

Another result of this work suggests that individuals with higher levels of organiza-
tional identification have more positive mental well-being. This result can be achieved by
representing the company in an ethical and transparent way to the outside world through
the correct manager’s behavior. A company is a community of people with common inter-
ests, and shared values united to achieve a common goal. Workers want to identify with an
organization that is not just focused on profits: people want to work for an organization
whose values they share, and they want to be proud of what they produce and admire the
colleagues they work with (DeConinck 2011). This has a positive effect on workers’ general
mental well-being.

Following that participative leadership is positively associated with workers’ overall
mental well-being, managers could improve workers’ overall well-being by following
several drivers. For example, managers could involve workers in the decision-making
process, communicate frequently and in a supportive manner, and encourage workers
to take responsibility when it comes to performing their work. These suggestions could
increase the involvement of workers in company objectives and the perception of being
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an important piece in company dynamics and not just an executive tool. These aspects
have an impact on general mental well-being and, therefore, on the social aspects of private
life, with undoubted positive effects on productivity in carrying out the work (Sutarto et al.
2021).

Moreover, managers could create clear ethical standards that lead the workers’ be-
havior through a specific code of conduct or by encouraging open communication and
a culture of transparency. However, recent literature has shown that a good example of
manager behavior (honesty, integrity) can be much more effective for creating a suitable
ethical climate in a company than formal procedures (the so-called ‘Tone at the Top’). Tone
at the Top underlines how “the example must come from the top management”, who must
promote the growth of an ethical climate by acting on the drivers of culture and solid
corporate values. The Tone at the Top describes the ethical atmosphere in the workplace
created by the behavior of the top of the organization. Whatever the level of “tone” is, it
will play a significant role in the behavior of the company’s workers (Patelli and Pedrini
2015; Onesti and Palumbo 2023).

6. Conclusions

This study focused on the analysis of the relationship between organizational iden-
tification, leadership styles, ethical behavior, and workers’ mental well-being. We aimed
to fill the following gaps in the literature: one concerning the limited presence of stud-
ies about this topic in the post-pandemic COVID-19 period and the other regarding the
considerations of the main factors linked to the workers’ well-being together in the same
model. Finally, we tested the influence of job stressors, organizational identification, leader-
ship style, and ethical climate on workers’ general mental well-being (so-called WHO-5
Well-Being Index) beyond the workplace. The paper is based on data obtained through
questionnaires administered in the year 2022 hosted through Qualtrics software. The study
involves two medium–large-sized Italian companies also with offices abroad, reaching a
total of 390 participants.

The results show a negative relationship between job stressors and mental workers’
well-being. Moreover, our study identified that the level of organizational identification,
participative leadership, and the ethical climate of friendship has a positive relation with
workers’ mental well-being. Our findings represent a valuable contribution toward a deeper
understanding of this topic, with implications from both research and management. Indeed,
the insights gained from this research contribute to the current consideration of workers’
well-being, highlighting that well-being outside the workplace can significantly affect the
general consideration of workers both in private and social life, as well as productivity at
work. The results of the study confirm the importance of management actions in fixing the
general mental well-being of workers. Indeed, our study highlights how management can
engage specific actions to favor the main drivers related to the improvement of well-being,
such as better organizational identification and a participative leadership style, a good
example—Tone at the Top—to create a suitable and ethical climate. The company’s ability to
strategically retain capable collaborators is becoming increasingly fundamental, especially
in light of the recent increase in resignations. Being able to ensure high workers’ well-being
through suitable managerial policies can greatly benefit the success and performance of the
company.

The present study has certain limitations that need to be considered for future research.
First, the empirical models have a cross-sectional design. This setting does not allow us
to definitively define the causal inferences about the relationship between the considered
variables. Future research could overcome this limit by proposing longitudinal data for the
study of the same variables. Moreover, we cannot exclude a potential limitation of the use
of self-report measures, although we checked the internal consistency of the answers and
eliminated possible outliers. We eliminated potential bias through the anonymity of the
response. Further studies could adopt the implicit methods to reveal an individual’s hidden
or subconscious biases as a so-called implicit association test to avoid potential bias in the
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answer of the participants. In addition, future research might consider a higher number
of participants for a higher number of firms. Despite these limitations, the results of this
study show that the relationship between the main drivers of company management and
workers’ mental well-being is worth investigating. This appears to support the strategic
choices of management in the workers’ well-being policies.
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