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Time theft has been a major issue in organizations that can affect performance and workplace

dynamics. However, most previous studies have attributed the creation of time theft to

external stimuli, overlooking the individual’s subjective initiative. This study investigates the

interplay between Machiavellianism, moral disengagement, laissez-faire leadership, time

theft, and gender differences within these interactions in terms of individual subjective

initiatives. Data were collected from 350 employees in Chinese enterprises through a two-

stage cross-sectional design and analyzed using partial least squares structural equation

modeling. The findings demonstrate that Machiavellianism is positively associated with time

theft (falsifying working hours and manipulating the speed of work), with moral disengage-

ment mediating this relationship. Laissez-faire leadership intensifies the relationship between

Machiavellianism and moral disengagement, thereby exacerbating time theft. Gender dif-

ferences emerged, males demonstrate a stronger association between Machiavellianism and

falsifying work hours. By integrating self-presentation and moral disengagement theories into

organizational ethics, this research underscores the proactive influence of individual traits on

unethical behavior. It further highlights the pivotal role of leadership styles in ethical decision-

making, advocating for balanced leadership strategies to mitigate workplace deviance.
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Introduction

T ime is a scarce and invaluable resource in organizational
contexts, underpinning productivity, efficiency, and a
business’s competitive edge. Despite its importance, time

theft persists as a prevalent issue in the modern workplace
(Harold et al., 2022; Sinclair, 2024). This behavior not only takes
away critical time investments from organizations but also dis-
rupts team climate and erodes trust (Hu et al., 2023; Liao et al.,
2024). The ramifications of time theft are far-reaching, impacting
organizational performance through increased costs, reduced
morale, and the potential for unethical conduct to become nor-
malized (Brock et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2023; Sinclair, 2024). This
challenge becomes even more complex in AI-mediated work-
places, where algorithmic monitoring may reshape interpersonal
dynamics and introduce new opportunities for deception (Ho and
Vuong, 2024; Ho and Ho, 2025). Given these risks, curbing time
theft is not merely an ethical imperative but also a strategic
priority for organizations.

Previous scholars have mainly attributed the triggers of time
theft to the stimulation of external factors (Fatima et al., 2021; Hu
et al., 2023; Sinclair, 2024). These studies highlight the role of
organizational policies, unfair treatment, and the physical work
environment. However, they overlook an important fact that time
theft may be a purposeful behavior, reflecting the employee’s
subjective initiative (Liao et al., 2024; Hu et al., 2025). The psy-
chological interior of an employee, encompassing their ethical
reasoning, core values, and personality orientations (Önalan and
Özer, 2021; Zhao and Ma, 2023; Liao et al., 2024), can serve as a
potent motivator for time theft, even in the absence of external
provocations. Among various internal factors, personality stands
out as a stable and influential determinant that shapes how
individuals interpret their environment and make behavioral
choices (Brock et al., 2013; Önalan and Özer, 2021). In particular,
one personality trait that has garnered increasing attention in the
context of deviant workplace behavior is Machiavellianism.
Rooted in a worldview of manipulation and strategic advantage,
Machiavellianism reflects a tendency toward instrumental rea-
soning and interpersonal manipulation (Jonason and Webster,
2010; Jahangir et al., 2025). This personality orientation may be
especially salient in the Chinese cultural context, where the phi-
losophy of face-saving, strategic manipulation, and power tactics
has long been embedded in traditional value systems (Leung et al.,
2003; Zheng et al., 2017). Moreover, empirical research has
consistently linked Machiavellian traits to a wide range of une-
thical behaviors (Castille et al., 2018; Gurlek, 2021; Long et al.,
2024). Therefore, in the context of Chinese culture, Machia-
vellianism may be a key internal predictor of time theft, even in
the absence of external triggers.

According to self-presentation theory, individuals with
Machiavellian traits are driven by the desire to craft a favorable
image of themselves, often prioritizing personal gain over ethical
considerations (Baumeister and Hutton, 1987; Geis and Moon,
1981; Hollebeek et al., 2022). This propensity for self-interest may
lead such individuals to engage in time theft as a strategic move to
enhance their perceived productivity or to secure unjustified
rewards, thereby maintaining a positive self-image (Geis and
Moon, 1981; Azizoglu and Akdag, 2024; White et al., 2024), such
as by deliberately working longer hours to project an image of
conscientiousness. Despite the plausibility of this link, current
research has done little to explore the connection between
Machiavellianism and time theft, and particularly the underlying
psychological mechanisms that motivate such actions. Moral
disengagement theory further posits that Machiavellian indivi-
duals may rationalize time theft by disengaging their behavior
from moral self-sanctions (Bandura, 1999; Sijtsema et al., 2019;
Sarwar and Song, 2025). By employing cognitive strategies such as

moral justification or displacement of responsibility, these indi-
viduals can disassociate their actions from personal ethics (Sijt-
sema et al., 2019; Ogunfowora et al., 2022), thereby reducing any
potential feelings of guilt or remorse. This process of moral dis-
engagement may facilitate the perpetration of time theft by
allowing Machiavellian individuals to perceive their actions as
being outside the realm of unethical behavior (Fida et al., 2025;
Zhang et al., 2025).

Furthermore, despite the growing volume of research on
ethical leadership, bibliometric evidence suggests that limited
attention has been paid to the interface between leadership styles
and dark personality traits in shaping ethical decision-making
(Ali et al., 2023). The approach taken by leaders in managing
their teams can either foster a culture of accountability and
integrity or one that inadvertently encourages unethical conduct
(Kelly and Herald, 2020; Piwowar-Sulej and Iqbal, 2023; Hu et al.,
2023). This gap provides a basis for examining laissez-faire lea-
dership, which is often overlooked due to its passive nature.
Laissez-faire leadership is understood differently across cultures.
In the West, non-intervention is often seen as poor leadership. In
China, it may be viewed as a culturally appropriate way to
maintain harmony and respect hierarchical order (Mantello et al.,
2023; Ali et al., 2023). This aligns with the Daoist concept of “Wu
Wei,” which encourages non-interference to preserve internal
stability and order. This non-interventionist logic becomes
especially relevant in contemporary AI-mediated management
systems, where human moral oversight is often diminished (Ho
and Vuong, 2024; Mantello et al., 2023; Ho and Ho, 2025). In
such low-supervision and ambiguous environments (Skogstad
et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2023), individuals high in Machia-
vellianism may find more opportunities for strategic self-pre-
sentation, increasing the risk of time theft. Therefore, including
laissez-faire leadership in this study helps address a gap in the
literature on how non-interventionist leadership, shaped by cul-
tural norms, modulates the relationship between Machiavellian-
ism and time theft in the Chinese context.

Finally, we explore the differences in the influence of time theft
behavior among Machiavellian individuals of across genders. The
rationale for examining gender differences in the context of
Machiavellianism and time theft is multifaceted. Firstly, it is
essential for achieving a more equitable and comprehensive
understanding of organizational behaviors, where the perspectives
and potential disparities between genders are acknowledged and
explored (Tricahyadinata et al., 2020). Secondly, investigating
these differences can reveal whether there are gender-specific
vulnerabilities to time theft, enabling the development of targeted
preventative measures. Thirdly, understanding how gender may
influence the relationship between Machiavellianism and time
theft can inform the creation of more inclusive organizational
policies and ethical frameworks (Tang and Sutarso, 2013; Syed
and Tariq, 2017; White et al., 2024). In summary, this study seeks
to address several pivotal questions:

(1) How does Machiavellianism interact with self-presentation
and moral disengagement to facilitate time theft?

(2) What is the moderating influence of laissez-faire leadership
on the relationship between Machiavellianism and time theft
behaviors?

(3) How do gender differences manifest in the context of these
interactions, influencing the prevalence of time theft?

This study explores the role of Machiavellianism, moral dis-
engagement mechanisms, and laissez-faire leadership in time
theft behavior, focusing on the impact of individual internal
motives. The contribution of this research lies in its integration of
self-presentation theory and moral disengagement theory,

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-06082-2

2 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |         (2025) 12:1807 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-06082-2



demonstrating how Machiavellianism drives time theft through
moral disengagement. Furthermore, the study highlights the
amplifying role of laissez-faire leadership in this process. Finally,
it examines gender differences in how Machiavellianism influ-
ences time theft, offering new theoretical perspectives that can
guide organizations in developing ethical policies and leadership
strategies.

Review and hypothesis
Time theft. Time theft is the act of intentionally misrepresenting
the amount of time spent on work-related activities for personal
gain (Brock et al., 2013). Time theft is characterized by its
deceptive nature, as it involves the employee deceiving the
employer about the actual time spent on work (Brock et al., 2013;
Harold et al., 2022; Sinclair, 2024). It is often conducted in secret
to avoid detection and can vary in frequency and magnitude.
Time theft, a complex and multifaceted issue in organizational
contexts, can be understood and measured through various
dimensions. One of the most comprehensive classifications of
time theft dimensions was proposed by Harold et al. (2022), who
delineated time theft into five distinct yet interconnected cate-
gories: unauthorized breaks, excessive socialization, spending
time on non-work tasks, falsifying working hours (FWH), and
manipulating the speed of work (MSW).

The dimensions of FWH and MSW were chosen for this study
due to their direct impact on organizational costs and their
relevance to the theoretical framework involving Machiavellian-
ism and moral disengagement. First, the cost impact of FWH and
MSW in an organization is immediate and significant. Employees
receive additional compensation by misrepresenting their work-
ing hours, which not only increases the financial burden on the
organization but may also cause dissatisfaction and a lack of trust
among other employees, which affects team morale and the
overall work atmosphere. Second, Machiavellian personality traits
include manipulativeness, deception, and the pursuit of personal
gain (White et al., 2024; Jahangir et al., 2025), which are highly
correlated with the behaviors of FWH and MSW. FWH pertains
to the dishonest reporting of work hours, where employees may
claim to have worked more hours than they did. MSW involves
employees intentionally working at a slower pace than required to
complete their tasks, to extend the duration of their workday or
project. Machiavellians may use these dishonest means to
advance their status or gain without considering the long-term
impact on the organization.

Machiavellianism and time theft. Machiavellianism is derived
from the works of the Italian political figure and philosopher
Niccolò Machiavelli and refers to a set of personality traits
characterized by cunning, tactical deception, and a pragmatic
ethical stance (Jonason and Webster, 2010; Jahangir et al., 2025;
White et al., 2024). Key characteristics of Machiavellianism
include a cynical view of human nature, a tendency to manipulate
others for personal benefit, and a detached attitude towards tra-
ditional morality (Jahangir et al., 2025). Moreover, these indivi-
duals are skilled at impression management, often flattering
superiors or concealing their poor performance to maintain a
positive image in the workplace (Jahangir et al., 2025).

According to self-presentation theory, individuals actively
manage the impressions they convey in social interactions
(Baumeister and Hutton, 1987). In China’s collectivist and face-
saving conscious culture, Machiavellian individuals are more
likely to exploit social networks and relational strategies to
maintain a positive outward image (Zhang et al., 2011; Xie and
Shi, 2022). For instance, they may falsify work hours, such as by
altering time card records or concealing instances of leaving early,

to avoid creating a negative impression on their superiors.
Similarly, they may manipulate the speed of their work to reduce
the amount of work they do or to extend their working hours,
thereby creating the illusion of being a dedicated employee. These
behaviors align with their self-serving nature and reflect their
ability to morally disengage, allowing them to engage in time theft
without concern for the organization’s well-being or ethical
norms (Jonason and Webster, 2010; Jahangir et al., 2025).
Existing research also supports the idea that individuals high in
Machiavellianism are more likely to resort to deceitful and
manipulative tactics to achieve their personal goals (Brewer and
Abell, 2015; Maftei et al., 2022; Sarwar and Song, 2025). Thus, we
propose the following hypotheses:

H1a: Machiavellianism is positively associated with FWH.
H1b: Machiavellianism is positively associated with MSW.
The mediating role of moral disengagement. Moral disen-

gagement refers to the cognitive mechanisms that allow
individuals to distance themselves from the moral and self-
sanctioning consequences of their actions, thus enabling them to
engage in behaviors typically considered unethical without
experiencing feelings of guilt or shame (Bandura, 1999; Moore,
2015; Ogunfowora et al., 2022). Individuals high in Machiavel-
lianism, marked by manipulativeness, emotional detachment,
and a pragmatic moral orientation, tend to prioritize personal
goals over ethical considerations (Bereczkei, 2015; Maftei et al.,
2022). According to moral disengagement theory, people may
use cognitive mechanisms, such as moral justification, mini-
mization of harm, and diffusion of responsibility, to rationalize
unethical behavior and avoid self-condemnation (Bandura, 2017;
Ogunfowora et al., 2022). These mechanisms align closely with
Machiavellian tendencies, as such individuals are skilled at
reframing morally questionable actions as necessary, strategic, or
inconsequential. As a result, they can maintain a positive self-
image while engaging in behaviors that violate normative ethical
standards. Some empirical studies have shown that individuals
high in Machiavellianism are more likely to exhibit moral
disengagement (Maftei et al., 2022; Català and Caparrós, 2023;
Kornienko et al., 2024). Thus, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H2a: Machiavellianism is positively associated with moral
disengagement.

Moreover, moral disengagement may facilitate the occurrence
of time theft behaviors. According to moral disengagement
theory, individuals can cognitively reconstruct their actions to
make them appear morally neutral or acceptable, thereby
reducing the internal conflict typically associated with unethical
behaviors (Bandura, 2017; Ogunfowora et al., 2022). FWH
involves deliberately misrepresenting the time spent on work-
related tasks to receive compensation for unworked hours, while
MSW refers to intentionally adjusting one’s work pace to either
extend the workday or reduce the volume of work completed.
Both behaviors can be rationalized through moral disengagement,
with individuals justifying these actions as acceptable or necessary
(Xu et al., 2023). Employees may resort to euphemistic labeling,
describing FWH as merely “adjusting time records” or MSW as
“working at a sustainable pace,” thereby softening the unethical
connotation of these acts. Empirical evidence supports the notion
that moral disengagement is closely linked to unethical behaviors.
For instance, Xu et al. (2023) found that employees are more
likely to reduce the psychological torture caused by their moral
adjustment mechanisms through moral disengagement, thereby
demonstrating time theft. Similarly, Sarwar and Song (2025)
confirmed that employees with higher levels of moral disengage-
ment are more likely to engage in unethical behaviors. Thus, we
propose the following hypotheses:

H2b: Moral disengagement is positively associated with FWH.
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H2c: Moral disengagement is positively associated with MSW.
In summary, individuals high in Machiavellianism are

particularly adept at using moral disengagement mechanisms to
justify unethical workplace behaviors, such as time theft. Their
manipulative tendencies, coupled with a utilitarian moral outlook,
lead them to cognitively reconstruct their actions in a way that
minimizes ethical self-sanctions. This enables them to engage in
behaviors like FWH and MSW without experiencing significant
internal conflict. The moral disengagement functions as a
psychological pathway that translates Machiavellian traits into
concrete acts of time theft. Therefore, we propose the following
hypotheses:

H2d: Moral disengagement mediates the association between
Machiavellianism and FWH; an individual with high Machia-
vellianism is likely to engage in FWH through moral
disengagement.

H2e: Moral disengagement mediates the association between
Machiavellianism and MSW; an individual with high Machia-
vellianism is likely to engage in MSW through moral
disengagement.

The moderating role of laissez-faire leadership. Laissez-faire
leadership is characterized by minimal intervention in the
supervision and direction of subordinates, often resulting in an
environment with sparse guidance and infrequent feedback
(Skogstad et al., 2007; Desgourdes et al., 2024). In China, the high
power distance culture encourages deference to hierarchical
structures and discourages open criticism of leaders (Guzman and
Fu, 2022; Song et al., 2024). As a result, employees may remain
silent even when leadership is disengaged or unresponsive,
making laissez-faire leadership more likely to be tolerated and left
unaddressed.

However, this passive leadership climate can have important
ethical consequences. According to moral disengagement theory
(Bandura, 1999), individuals may cognitively distance themselves
from their internal moral standards through mechanisms such as
moral justification, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of
responsibility, and distortion of consequences. In environments
where leaders provide little ethical guidance or enforcement, these
mechanisms become more accessible. For individuals high in
Machiavellianism, who are already inclined to prioritize self-
interest and manipulate social contexts (Jahangir et al., 2025), the
absence of oversight reduces the psychological costs of unethical
behavior. When there is no clear accountability, they may justify
their actions as necessary for success, downplay potential harm,
or shift responsibility onto others, all of which facilitate moral
disengagement (Hu et al., 2023). Empirical research has
consistently linked laissez-faire leadership with negative organi-
zational outcomes, including decreased job satisfaction and
increased unethical behaviors (Skogstad et al., 2007; Almeida
et al., 2022; Hu et al., 2023). This correlation suggests that laissez-
faire leadership may exacerbate the impact of Machiavellianism
on moral disengagement. Thus, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H3a: Laissez-faire leadership moderates the relationship
between Machiavellianism and moral disengagement, such that
higher levels of laissez-faire leadership are associated with a
stronger positive relationship between Machiavellianism and moral
disengagement.

Moreover, under conditions of laissez-faire leadership, the
indirect effect of Machiavellianism on unethical behaviors via
moral disengagement may be further amplified. According to
moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999), individuals can
cognitively distance themselves from their internal moral
standards through mechanisms such as displacement of

responsibility, distortion of consequences, or moral justification,
thereby reducing feelings of guilt and loosening moral con-
straints. In environments lacking leadership oversight and
normative regulation, these mechanisms are more easily trig-
gered. As outlined in H3a and H3b, laissez-faire leadership
strengthens the positive association between Machiavellianism
and moral disengagement. This amplifying effect may, in turn,
extend to actual unethical behaviors, such as FWH and MSW.
Thus, moral disengagement serves as a key psychological process
linking Machiavellian tendencies to both FWH and MSW,
particularly under conditions of weak leadership. Therefore, we
propose the following hypotheses:

H3b: Laissez-faire leadership moderates the indirect relationship
between Machiavellianism and FWH through moral disengage-
ment, such that this relationship becomes stronger at higher levels
of laissez-faire leadership.

H3c: Laissez-faire leadership moderates the indirect relationship
between Machiavellianism and MSW through moral disengage-
ment, such that this relationship becomes stronger when laissez-
faire leadership is high.

Differences in employee time theft by gender. Gender has been
identified as a factor that can influence various aspects of work
behavior, including the likelihood of engaging in unethical actions
(Nohe et al., 2022; Al-Shatti et al., 2022). While a consistent
pattern of gender differences across all unethical behaviors has
not emerged, research suggests that male and female might
exhibit different susceptibilities to certain unethical acts (Szabó
and Jones, 2019; Collison et al., 2021; Jonason et al., 2022). These
differences are often attributed to socialization processes and
gender role expectations. This implies that the way individuals,
regardless of their Machiavellian tendencies, respond to their
organizational environment could be gendered (Al-Shatti et al.,
2022). Due to the influence of socialization, female may pay more
attention to social relationships and norms, which could affect
their propensity for unethical behavior. In particular, some stu-
dies provide evidence that female show stronger alignment with
individualizing moral concerns such as care and fairness,
potentially reducing their likelihood to morally disengage in
workplace settings, including social media environments,
although the specific effects in workplace contexts require further
exploration (Hren et al., 2006; Al-Shatti et al., 2022; Mills and
Wilner, 2023; Mantello et al., 2023; Culham et al., 2024). Addi-
tionally, the development of ethical decision-making rooted in
virtue ethics and moral foundation theory may also play a role in
enhancing ethical conduct among women (Mills and Wilner,
2023; Culham et al., 2024). Although some of these studies did
not directly explore unethical behavior in the workplace, they
suggest the impact of gender differences on moral decisions. As a
result, even when levels of Machiavellianism are similar, male and
female may exhibit different tendencies towards time theft
behavior. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:

H4a: There is a difference in the influence of Machiavellianism
on FWH of different genders.

H4b: There is a difference in the influence of Machiavellianism
on MSW of different genders.

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework guiding this
research, focusing on exploring the associations between
Machiavellianism and instances of employee time theft, as well
as the underlying processes related to these dynamics.

Research methodology
Participants and procedure. This study employs a questionnaire
survey to collect data from corporate employees within the Pearl
River Delta region. The selected sample encompasses a diverse
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range of industries, including internet services, education, tour-
ism, and finance. To ensure the quality of the data, a two-stage,
cross-sectional survey design was utilized. Each employee is
assigned an ID to match responses from the same individual
across the two stages. This approach involved the collection of
data at two different time points using a matched survey method,
which helps to reduce the potential for temporal contamination
of variables. The offline investigation was conducted in two
phases between August and October 2023: (1) Phase one: the
initial phase focused on collecting data for the variables of
Machiavellianism, moral disengagement, and laissez-faire lea-
dership. (2) Phase two: 1 month later, a follow-up survey was
administered to gather data on the variables of FWH, MSW, and
demographic characteristics.

During the data gathering procedure, all respondents signed an
informed consent form. The participants were thoroughly briefed
on the study’s objectives and told that taking part was entirely at
their discretion. No incentives were provided to prevent any
potential bias in responses. For this research, a total of 432
questionnaires were recovered. After removing all straight-line
responses, unmatched IDs, and questionnaires with fewer than
five completed questions to control for careless answers, a total of
350 valid questionnaires were retained. The validity rate of the
questionnaires was 81.018%. The demographic characteristics of
the sample were as follows: 165 males (47.143%) and 185 females
(52.857%); 105 with bachelor’s degrees (30.000%), 70 with
master’s degrees (20.000%), 34 with doctoral degrees (9.714%),
and 141 with other degrees (40.286%); and 144 persons between
the ages of 18–25 (41.143%), 91 (26.000%) aged 26–35, 81
(23.143%) aged 36–45, 34 (9.714%) older than 45.

Measures. The survey instruments used in this study were based
on validated scales that are widely adopted in international
research. To ensure the accuracy of the measurements and to

adapt them to the linguistic and cultural context of the study, a
rigorous translation-back translation procedure was employed.
Before the main study, a pilot test will be conducted with a small
sample to assess the clarity, understandability, and potential
biases of the survey instrument. All items in the survey instru-
ment are measured using a 7-point Likert scale to capture the
respondents’ attitudes and perceptions. Table 1 shows the mea-
surement items for all constructs.

Machiavellianism was measured using a scale developed by
Jonason and Webster (2010), which comprises a total of four
items designed to assess the degree to which an individual is
pragmatic, manipulative, and self-serving in their interactions.
Moral disengagement was adapted from the items developed by
Moore et al. (2012), consisting of a total of eight items. This scale
primarily reflects the cognitive strategies that individuals employ
to disassociate their actions from the moral implications. Laissez-
faire leadership is developed by Avolio and Bass (2004), which
includes a subset of four items specifically designed to assess this
leadership style. Time theft utilizes the scale developed by Harold
et al. (2022). This variable was divided into two dimensions,
FWH and MSW. Each dimension has three separate questions.

Analytical strategies. This study adopts partial least squares
structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to test the proposed
relationships. PLS-SEM is particularly suitable for exploratory
research, as it accommodates small to medium sample sizes,
allows for the analysis of complex models with multiple med-
iating and moderating variables, and facilitates multi-group
comparisons (Hair et al., 2019).

Figure 2 presents the empirical analysis procedure adopted,
comprising four sequential steps. The first step involves a data
quality check, in which normality is assessed based on skewness
and kurtosis, and common method bias is examined using
Harman’s one-factor test. The second step focuses on evaluating
the measurement model through reliability and validity analyses.
The third step entails evaluating the structural model, which
includes analyzing the hypothesized relationships among con-
structs and conducting a multi-group analysis to examine the
moderating effect of gender on the relationship between
Machiavellianism and time theft behavior. The final step involves
robustness testing, including a nonlinearity test using the
Quadratic effect (QE) method and an endogeneity test based on
the Gaussian coupling (GC) method.

Results
Normality test. Although PLS-SEM does not require data to be
normally distributed, conducting a normality test is essential to

Fig. 1 The conceptual model of this study.

Table 1 Normality test result.

Constructs Mean S.D. Skewness Kurtosis

LFL 3.746 1.666 −0.040 −1.508
ML 3.752 1.395 −0.141 −1.162
FWH 3.591 1.570 0.245 −1.098
MSW 3.739 1.614 0.096 −1.219
MD 3.696 1.451 0.099 −1.326

FWH faking work hours, LFL laissez-faire leadership, MD moral disengagement, ML
Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating the speed of work.
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ensure the robustness of the estimation results (Vaithilingam et al.,
2024). As shown in Table 1, the skewness values of all variables
range from −0.141 to 0.245, while the kurtosis values range from
−1.508 to −1.098. These values fall within the acceptable range of
−2 to +2 (Vaithilingam et al., 2024). This indicates that the data
does not exhibit significant skewness or kurtosis issues, meeting the
requirements for analysis.

CMB test. Due to the use of a single data source, potential CMBmay
distort the measurement results. To mitigate this, we employ a dual
approach consisting of procedural and statistical remedies. Proce-
durally, the study introduces temporal separation in data collection to
strengthen the rigor of the research design. Statistically, the study
employs Harman’s one-factor test to assess the extent of CMB. The
examination revealed that the unrotated first factor accounted for
39.144% of the variance. This value falls short of the critical threshold
of 50.00% (Podsakoff et al., 2003), suggesting that CMB is not pro-
nounced and remains within acceptable limits.

Evaluating the measurement model. When applying PLS-SEM
for hypothesis evaluation, examining both the measurement and

structural models is critical (Hair et al., 2021). The evaluation of
the measurement model requires rigorous testing of the reliability
and validity of the latent variables. Reliability is ascertained
through the evaluation of Cronbach’s α and composite reliability
(CR) scores. The benchmark for acceptable internal consistency is
typically set above 0.7 for both Cronbach’s α and CR (Hair et al.,
2021). As shown in Table 2, all constructs surpass this threshold,
attesting to their solid reliability.

Validity is bifurcated into convergent and discriminant validity.
Convergent validity, a critical aspect of validity assessment, is gauged
through the average variance extracted (AVE) and factor loading
coefficients. An AVE value exceeding 0.5 is indicative of good
convergent validity, suggesting that the latent variable accounts for
more than half of the variance in its indicators (Hair et al., 2019).
Additionally, factor loadings, which represent the strength of the
relationship between observed and latent variables, are considered
substantial when exceeding 0.7, reinforcing convergent validity
(Shevlin and Miles,1998). As shown in Table 2, all constructs not
only meet but exceed these standards, with factor loadings above 0.7
and AVEs above 0.5, thereby substantiating their convergent validity.

Discriminant validity is designed to ensure that distinct latent
variables are empirically unique and independent. The Fornell-

Fig. 2 Visualization of the current study’s empirical strategy.
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Larcker criterion, a foundational approach in this domain,
evaluates discriminant validity by comparing the square root of
a latent variable’s AVE with its correlation coefficients against
other latent variables. The findings illustrated in Table 3, all AVEs
exceed the correlation coefficients with any other latent variable
(Hair et al., 2019; Henseler et al., 2015). However, the Fornell-
Larcker Criterion has its limitations. It primarily focuses on the
correlation between latent variables and does not account for
within-construct variance (heterogeneity). Thus, we performed
additional analyses using the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio
(HTMT) method. As shown in Table 3, all HTMT values fall
below the recommended threshold of 0.9 (Henseler et al., 2015),
further substantiating the discriminant validity among the latent
variables.

Evaluating the structural model. Evaluation of the structural
model involves not only examining the magnitude and sig-
nificance of the path coefficients but also assessing

multicollinearity among endogenous constructs, the coefficient of
determination (R²), and predictive relevance (Q²)(Hair et al.,
2019; Legate et al., 2023). In this study, all constructs exhibited
acceptable levels of multicollinearity (VIF < 3). Additionally, the
R² values for all outcome variables reached the recommended
threshold of 0.25 (Henseler et al., 2009), and the Q² values all
exceeded 0 (Hair et al., 2019). These results indicate that the
model not only explains a substantial proportion of variance in
the outcome variables but also demonstrates good predictive
relevance.

As shown in Table 4, the analysis conducted using SmartPLS
4.0 and bootstrap resampling (N= 5000) provides empirical
support for all proposed hypotheses. Machiavellianism was found
to be positively associated with FWH (β= 0.279, p < 0.001) and
MSW (β= 0.212, p < 0.001), providing support for H1a and H1b.
In addition, a significant positive relationship was observed
between Machiavellianism and moral disengagement (β= 0.574,
p < 0.001), lending support to H2a. Moral disengagement, in turn,
was positively related to both FWH (β= 0.329, p < 0.001) and

Table 2 Construct reliability and validity.

Constructs Items Loading

Faking work hours(FWH)
(Cronbach’s α= 0.850; CR= 0.909,
AVE= 0.769)

FWH1: .I intentionally reported that I worked more hours than I actually worked. 0.884
FWH2: I added time to my time log, time sheet, and/or time tracking system so that it
looked like I worked more than I did.

0.873

FWH3: I asked a coworker for help in making it seem like I arrived earlier or stayed later
than I actually did (e.g., adjusting my time in a time tracking system).

0.874

Laissez-faire leadership(LFL)
(Cronbach’s α= 0.912; CR= 0.923,;AVE= 0.776)

LFL1: My leader/supervisor tends to avoid getting involved when important issues arise. 0.847
LFL2: My leader/supervisor is often absent when needed. 0.940
LFL3: My leader/supervisor tends to avoid making decisions. 0.891
LFL4: My leader/supervisor often delays responding to urgent questions. 0.842

Moral disengagement (MD)
(Cronbach’s α= 0.933; CR= 0.945,
AVE= 0.682)

MD1: It is okay to spread rumors to defend those you care about. 0.854
MD2: Taking something without the owner’s permission is okay as long as you’re just
borrowing it.

0.857

MD3: Considering the ways people grossly misrepresent themselves, it’s hardly a sin to
inflate your own credentials a bit.

0.822

MD4: People shouldn’t be held accountable for doing questionable things when they
were just doing what an authority figure told them to do.

0.828

MD5: People can’t be blamed for doing things that are technically wrong when all their
friends are doing it too.

0.856

MD6:Taking personal credit for ideas that were not your own is no big deal. 0.862
MD7:Some people have to be treated roughly because they lack feelings that can be
hurt.

0.717

MD8:People who get mistreated have usually done something to bring it on themselves. 0.800
Machiavellianism(ML)
(Cronbach’s α= 0.853; CR= 0.901, AVE= 0.694)

ML1:I have used deceit or lied to get my way. 0.838
ML2:I tend to manipulate others to get my way. 0.870
ML3:I have used flattery to get my way. 0.813
ML4:I tend to exploit others towards my own end. 0.810

Manipulating the speed of work(MSW)
(Cronbach’s α= 0.872; CR= 0.922, AVE= 0.797)

MSW1: I worked slowly on a task to avoid being assigned more work. 0.891
MSW2: I stretched out my shift by working slower than necessary. 0.917
MSW3: I took longer than necessary to complete at task. 0.870

Table 3 Model discriminant validity.

Constructs Fornell-larcker criterion HTMT ratio

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1. FWH 0.877 /
2. LFL 0.130 0.881 0.135
3. MD 0.489 0.076 0.826 0.549 0.069
4. ML 0.468 −0.007 0.574 0.833 0.548 0.052 0.641
5. MSW 0.744 0.111 0.470 0.412 0.893 0.864 0.108 0.521 0.476 /

The bold elements are the square roots of AVE.
FWH faking work hours, LFL laissez-faire leadership, MD moral disengagement, ML Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating the speed of work.
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MSW(β= 0.349, p < 0.001), supporting H2b and H2c. Further-
more, the indirect influences of Machiavellianism on FWH
(β= 0.189, p < 0.001) and on MSW (β= 0.200, p < 0.001)
through moral disengagement were both statistically significant,
thus supporting H2d and H2e. These findings suggest that
individuals with higher Machiavellian tendencies may be more
likely to exhibit time theft, and that this tendency may be partially
accounted for by increased levels of moral disengagement.

The moderated effect analysis was further conducted using
SmartPLS 4.0, and the results are presented in Table 5. Laissez-
faire leadership significantly moderated the relationship between
Machiavellianism and moral disengagement (β= 0.259,
p < 0.001), such that the positive association between ML and
moral disengagement was stronger under higher levels of laissez-
faire leadership. This result supports H3a. Laissez-faire leadership

also significantly moderated the indirect relationship between
Machiavellianism and FWH through moral disengagement
(β= 0.085, p < 0.01). Specifically, the indirect effect was stronger
when laissez-faire leadership was higher, supporting H3b.
Similarly, laissez-faire leadership significantly moderated the
indirect relationship between Machiavellianism and MSW via
moral disengagement (β= 0.090, p < 0.01), with the indirect effect
being stronger under higher laissez-faire leadership. This finding
supports H3c.

The results of the multi-group analysis nonparametric test are
shown in Table 6. The analysis revealed a significant difference in
the path from Machiavellianism to FWH between males and
females (Difference= 0.268, p < 0.05). Males showed a stronger
positive relationship between Machiavellianism and FWH
compared to female, which supports H4a. This suggests that
men who score higher on Machiavellianism are more likely to
engage in the behavior of FWH than their female counterparts. In
contrast, the path from Machiavellianism to MSW did not show a
significant gender difference (Difference=−0.058, p > 0.05). The
p value is well above the threshold for statistical significance,
indicating no support for H4b.

Robustness checks. The final step in interpreting the results of
PLS-SEM is to conduct robustness checks. Specifically, we tested
for potential nonlinearity and endogeneity to avoid biased path
estimates or incorrect inferences (Hair et al., 2019; Vaithilingam
et al., 2024).

To examine nonlinearity, we employed the QE method, which
introduces squared predictor terms to capture possible curvilinear
relationships between latent constructs (Vaithilingam et al.,
2024). This method is recommended for identifying linearity
bias that may distort structural explanations. As shown in Table
7, the majority of the quadratic terms were statistically
insignificant (p > 0.05), indicating that there are no substantial
nonlinear relationships among the constructs (Sarstedt et al.,
2020).

To address potential endogeneity, we applied the GC method, a
nonparametric technique suitable for PLS-SEM analysis (Sarstedt
et al., 2020). As presented in Table 8, although two paths
exhibited significant GC estimates, most of the other paths did

Table 4 Direct and mediated effects test results.

Hypotheses path β-values LLCI ULC p value R2 Q2 VIF Support

H1a:ML -> FWH 0.279 0.163 0.395 0.000 1.492 Yes
H1b:ML -> MSW 0.212 0.100 0.324 0.000 1.492 Yes
H2a:ML -> MD 0.574 0.498 0.646 0.000 0.330 0.216 1.000 Yes
H2b:MD -> FWH 0.329 0.206 0.450 0.000 1.492 Yes
H2c:MD -> MSW 0.349 0.236 0.460 0.000 1.492 Yes
H2d:ML -> MD -> FWH 0.189 0.115 0.269 0.000 0.291 0.214 Yes
H2e:ML -> MD -> MSW 0.200 0.133 0.273 0.000 0.251 0.192 Yes

LLCI lower-limit of confidence interval, ULCI upper-limit of confidence interval, VIF variance inflation factor, FWH faking work hours, MD moral disengagement, ML Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating
the speed of work.

Table 5 Moderated effect test results.

Hypotheses path β-values LLCI ULC p value R2 Q2 VIF Support

H3a:LFL × ML -> MD 0.259 0.067 0.329 0.000 0.403 0.264 1.017 Yes
H3b:LFL × ML -> MD -> FWH 0.085 0.020 0.130 0.001 0.291 0.214 Yes
H3c:LFL × ML -> MD -> MSW 0.090 0.023 0.131 0.001 0.251 0.192 Yes

LLCI Lower-limit of confidence interval, ULCI Upper-limit of confidence interval, VIF Variance inflation factor, FWH Faking work hours, LFL Laissez-faire leadership, MD Moral disengagement, ML
Machiavellianism, MSW Manipulating the speed of work.

Table 6 Results of multi-group analysis.

Hypotheses path Difference (Male
−Female)

(Male vs Female)
p value

Support

H4a: ML -> FWH 0.268 0.035 Yes
H4b: ML -> MSW −0.058 0.776 No

FWH faking work hours, ML Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating the speed of work.

Table 7 Analysis results of the quadratic effect method.

Path β values t value p value

QE (ML) -> FWH −0.107 1.902 0.057
QE (ML) -> MD −0.011 0.265 0.791
QE (ML) -> MSW −0.144 2.728 0.006
QE (MD) -> FWH −0.053 0.895 0.371
QE (MD) -> MSW −0.099 1.837 0.066
QE (ML) -> MD ->
FWH

−0.004 0.260 0.795

QE (ML) -> MD ->
MSW

−0.004 0.261 0.794

FWH faking work hours, LFL laissez-faire leadership, MD moral disengagement, ML
Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating the speed of work, QE Quadratic effect.
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not yield statistically significant results. This suggests that
endogeneity does not systematically affect the model. Therefore,
in this study, the relationships among constructs are largely
linear, and endogeneity does not pose a significant threat to the
validity of the findings.

Discussion
This study investigates the phenomenon of time theft, with par-
ticular attention to how FWH and MSW appear within organi-
zational settings. The results highlight the influence of
Machiavellianism, moral disengagement, laissez-faire leadership,
and gender differences in shaping these forms of unethical
behavior.

This study found that Machiavellianism is positively correlated
with two forms of time theft: FWH and MSW. Employees with
high levels of Machiavellianism are more likely to engage in
practices such as falsifying time records or deliberately slowing
down their work pace to serve personal interests. This behavioral
pattern aligns closely with their manipulative personality traits
and is consistent with the core premise of self-presentation theory
that individuals strategically manage the impressions they make
on others in specific social contexts (Geis and Moon, 1981; Azi-
zoglu and Akdag, 2024). Within the Chinese cultural context,
such self-presentation is particularly adaptive. High-
Machiavellian individuals may be motivated by the desire to
“face-saving” or maintain interpersonal obligations (“renqing”)
(Zhang et al., 2011; Xie and Shi, 2022), consciously engaging in
time theft to construct an image of diligence and commitment.
This strategic impression management enables them to meet the
expectations of authority figures and colleagues within hier-
archical and collectivist organizational settings, helping them
avoid conflict, gain trust, and ultimately maximize their benefits
(Liao et al., 2024).

Moreover, the analysis confirmed that moral disengagement
plays a mediating role between Machiavellianism and both types
of time theft. Rather than acting impulsively, individuals high in
Machiavellianism appear to cognitively justify or reframe their
actions before engaging in unethical behavior (Bereczkei, 2015;
Maftei et al., 2022). By psychologically detaching their actions
from moral self-sanctions, they reduce the emotional cost of
unethical conduct and are thus more likely to falsify hours or
manipulate work speed, particularly in digital systems where
human oversight is reduced, and AI-driven monitoring may be
subject to strategic exploitation (Ho and Vuong, 2024; Ho and
Ho, 2025). This finding reinforces the concept of moral disen-
gagement as a cognitive buffer. This finding is consistent with
recent studies suggesting that moral disengagement promotes
deviant behavior, particularly in contexts lacking external con-
straints (Ogunfowora et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023).

Moreover, the study indicates that in workplaces with laissez-
faire leadership, individuals high in Machiavellianism tend to
exhibit higher levels of moral disengagement, which may, in turn,
increase the occurrence of time theft. These findings are con-
sistent with earlier research emphasizing that passive leadership
environments may weaken ethical norms and accountability
(Skogstad et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2023). This may further reinforce
the tendency of individuals to view time theft as a strategic means
of shaping a favorable image and advancing their career objec-
tives. This effect may be especially pronounced in the Chinese
cultural context. In China, the strong emphasis on face-saving
creates social pressure to appear competent (Zhang et al., 2011),
loyal, and hardworking, even when actual performance may fall
short. Respect for hierarchy discourages open criticism or direct
supervision from subordinates (Guzman and Fu, 2022; Song
et al., 2024), making it less likely that unethical behavior will be
reported or challenged. Furthermore, collectivist values prioritize
group harmony and conformity (Zhang et al., 2011), which can
encourage individuals to manage impressions to align with per-
ceived group expectations rather than actual outcomes. While
traditional Eastern philosophies such as Daoism promote a “non-
interventionist” approach to leadership (Bai and Roberts, 2011),
this study suggests that in modern organizational settings, a lack
of clear direction and oversight may inadvertently foster a per-
missive climate for ethical deviance.

Finally, multi-group analysis revealed a significant gender
difference in the path from Machiavellianism to FWH, with the
effect being stronger among male employees. This suggests that
male with high-Machiavellian traits are more likely to engage in
falsifying work hours compared to female, potentially reflecting
gendered social expectations or greater tolerance for risk-seeking
behaviors among men (Hogue et al., 2013; Szabó and Jones,
2019). However, no significant gender difference was found for
MSW, implying that covert and subjective forms of time theft
may be less influenced by gender roles. These results indicate that
gender differences in time theft may be context-dependent, with
variation tied to the nature and visibility of the unethical behavior
rather than a generalized effect across all forms.

Theoretical implications. This research underscores Machia-
vellianism as a predictor of unethical behaviors in the Chinese
workplace, particularly the FWH and MSW in time theft. By
demonstrating a positive relationship between Machiavellianism
and both FWH and MSW, which extends the applicability of self-
presentation theory (Baumeister and Hutton, 1987). This finding
emphasizes the tactical deception employed by individuals with
Machiavellianism to enhance their perceived productivity,
thereby potentially gaining unjustified rewards or recognition
(Maftei et al., 2022; Jahangir et al., 2025; Sarwar and Song, 2025).
The incorporation of personality traits into the study of time theft
moves the focus beyond mere organizational factors to the
intrinsic characteristics of individuals, challenging the traditional
views of workplace ethics as solely dependent on external controls
or organizational culture.

Moreover, this study elucidates the mediating role of moral
disengagement in the relationship between Machiavellianism and
time theft (FWH and MSW), offering a significant theoretical
contribution to the understanding of unethical behavior in
organizational settings. The result supports the notion that moral
disengagement serves as a cognitive buffer, enabling individuals
high in Machiavellianism to rationalize unethical behaviors,
which aligns with Bandura’s (2017) conceptualization of moral
disengagement as a psychological mechanism that distances
individuals from the moral implications of their actions. The
mediating role of moral disengagement suggests that the process

Table 8 Analysis results of the Gaussian coupling method.

Path β values t value p value

GC (ML) -> FWH −0.71 2.599 0.009
GC (ML) -> MD 0.208 1.074 0.283
GC (ML) -> MSW −0.848 3.097 0.002
GC (MD) -> FWH 0.045 0.219 0.826
GC (MD) -> MSW 0.144 0.785 0.432
GC (ML) -> MD ->
FWH

0.061 0.798 0.425

GC (ML) -> MD ->
MSW

0.0450 0.643 0.520

FWH faking work hours, LFL laissez-faire leadership, MD moral disengagement, ML
Machiavellianism, MSW manipulating the speed of work, GC Gaussian coupling.
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of rationalization is not merely a post-hoc justification but an
active cognitive process that actively facilitates unethical conduct
(Ogunfowora et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023). This finding extends
the moral disengagement theory by demonstrating its applic-
ability in the context of time theft, thereby broadening the scope
of behaviors that can be explained through this theoretical lens.

This study advances theoretical understanding by identifying
laissez-faire leadership as a boundary condition that strengthens
the link between Machiavellianism and time theft through moral
disengagement. While previous research has emphasized the
ethical benefits of active leadership styles (Ali et al., 2023), the role
of passive leadership in enabling unethical behavior remains
underexplored. In Chinese organizational settings, where face
consciousness, hierarchical deference, and collectivist norms
shape interpersonal dynamics, passive leadership may be
culturally tolerated or even misinterpreted as a harmonious form
of non-intervention (Leung et al., 2003; Bai and Roberts, 2011;
Song et al., 2024). However, this leadership vacuum creates space
for high-Machiavellian individuals to rationalize and execute
deceptive behaviors (Skogstad et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2023), such
as falsifying work hours or slowing down task progress. By
incorporating cultural context into the analysis of leadership and
unethical behavior, this study extends self-presentation and moral
disengagement theories and highlights the culturally contingent
nature of ethical climates.

Lastly, this study explored the moderating role of gender in the
relationship between Machiavellianism and time theft. The
observed gender differences in the propensity to falsify work
hours among Machiavellian individuals offer preliminary evi-
dence that societal norms and expectations may influence the
expression of Machiavellian traits (Hren et al., 2006; Szabó and
Jones, 2019; Al-Shatti et al., 2022). The finding suggests that
gender is not merely a demographic characteristic but an
influential factor in the manifestation of personality traits and
subsequent behaviors within organizational contexts. This
perspective aligns with the growing recognition of intersection-
ality theory, which posits that various aspects of social identity,
such as gender, race, and class, interact to shape individuals’
experiences and behaviors (Mantello et al., 2023). By revealing
gender differences in the context of Machiavellianism and time
theft, this study extends intersectionality theory to the realm of
organizational ethics, highlighting the need to consider the
interplay of gender with other psychological and situational
factors.

Practical implications. This study reveals that employees with
high-Machiavellian traits are more inclined to engage in time
theft behaviors. The findings suggest that organizations should
strengthen personality assessments during recruitment and pla-
cement processes, particularly in contexts involving remote work
or flexible schedules where superficial diligence can obscure
actual performance. Incorporating concise personality screening
tools, alongside scenario-based ethical judgment questions in
interviews, may help identify individuals with high manipulative
tendencies at an early stage. For employees already in the orga-
nization, managers should remain vigilant for patterns of beha-
vior that appear productive on the surface but in reality signal
avoidance of actual responsibilities. Performance evaluations
should also be adjusted to avoid reinforcing deceptive efficiency
strategies.

Moreover, the mediating role of moral disengagement high-
lights the importance of addressing employees’ cognitive
justifications prior to unethical behavior. Rather than relying
solely on formal rules and codes of conduct, organizations should
focus on fostering internalized ethical awareness. Compared to

conventional ethics messaging, interventions that center on
workplace-based scenarios, such as ethical dilemma simulations,
peer-group discussions, or personal reflection journals, are more
likely to activate employees’ moral self-regulation and reduce
their tendency to rationalize deviant behavior.

Finally, the finding suggest that laissez-faire leadership
amplifies the effect of Machiavellianism on moral disengagement
suggests that passive leadership styles may weaken managerial
oversight and inadvertently foster unethical behaviors. Organiza-
tions are therefore encouraged to promote responsibility-oriented
leadership, emphasizing proactive supervision and ethical
accountability. As emotional AI systems increasingly replace
human supervision, understanding employees’ cultural and
gender-based trust in algorithmic authority becomes essential to
ensure fairness and acceptance (Mantello et al., 2023). This can be
achieved through feedback mechanisms that tie employee
behavioral outcomes to managerial evaluations, encouraging
leaders to remain engaged and responsive. Moreover, the ethical
interventions should take group-specific characteristics into
account, avoiding a one-size-fits-all training approach and instead
promoting more targeted and differentiated strategies.

Limitations and future directions. Despite the valuable insights
this study provides regarding the mechanisms through which
Machiavellianism, moral disengagement, and laissez-faire lea-
dership influence time theft, several limitations remain and
warrant further exploration in future research.

First of all, the use of self-reported questionnaires introduces
inherent limitations, particularly when assessing morally sensitive
behaviors such as dishonesty. Although a two-wave design was
adopted to mitigate common method bias, responses related to
unethical conduct, like FWH or MSW, may still be subject to
social desirability effects or self-censorship. Given that dishonest
behavior is both normatively discouraged and reputationally
risky, participants may downplay or rationalize their conduct,
thereby compromising data accuracy. Future research could
strengthen methodological rigor by incorporating behavioral
measures, peer or supervisor ratings, and digital behavioral trace
data to triangulate findings and enhance validity.

Moreover, although the study focused on the detrimental
aspects of laissez-faire leadership, it adopted a predominantly
negative lens. Some literature suggests that under certain
conditions, non-interventionist leadership can foster creativity,
autonomy, and a sense of ownership among employees. Future
research should examine the boundary conditions under which
laissez-faire leadership may yield constructive versus destructive
outcomes, especially by integrating cultural perspectives and
situational moderators.

Finally, this study was conducted in a traditional workplace
context; however, the rapid integration of artificial intelligence
into managerial and monitoring systems is fundamentally
reshaping organizational ethics. AI-powered surveillance, perfor-
mance analytics, and emotion recognition technologies may alter
how individuals engage with time, accountability, and ethical
boundaries. In such environments, the mechanisms of moral
disengagement may evolve, becoming more digitally mediated or
depersonalized. Future research can investigate how AI-driven
work contexts influence the enactment and justification of deviant
behaviors and whether traditional models of moral reasoning
remain applicable.

Conclusion
This study explores the occurrence of time theft in organizational
settings, specifically FWH and MSW. We identify that Machia-
vellianism is a key driver of these unethical behaviors, with moral
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disengagement serving as a cognitive mechanism that allows
individuals to justify their actions. Additionally, laissez-faire lea-
dership is shown to foster an environment conducive to time
theft, while gender differences indicate that men are more likely
to engage in FWH, though gender does not significantly affect
MSW. The findings provide important theoretical and practical
insights into the factors that influence unethical behavior in the
workplace. By understanding the role of individual traits, lea-
dership styles, and gender, organizations can develop targeted
interventions to reduce time theft and promote a more ethical
work environment. This research advances the literature on
unethical behaviors and contributes to the growthing body of
scholarship on time theft, leadership influence, and individual
psychological mechanisms.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.
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