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Purpose: Differential leadership does not necessarily bring only negative effects, 

as it may also become an incentive management strategy. This study explores 

whether outsiders can actively become insiders through proactive personality 

traits, or whether they can actively approach resource controllers to remove 

obstacles at work and enhance their performance in a Chinese cultural setting.

Methodology: A stratified random sampling method was used. The sample 

objects were medical staff from hospitals in the six urban districts of Beijing. 

In 2021, a total of 900 online questionnaires were distributed. 524 valid 

questionnaires were recovered.

Main findings: The results show that differential leadership, defined as 

favoritism towards insiders and prejudice against outsiders, can cause changes 

in employees’ sense of organizational justice and in-role performance. 

Meanwhile, by introducing ‘proactive personality’ as an independent variable 

that also acts as a moderator, our study confirms that, under differential 

leadership, employees with a proactive personality can actively improve 

situational barriers and have better work performance.

Implications/applications: Our research offers managers the following 

advice: First, it is better to look not only at relationships, but also to understand 

an employee’s personality characteristics, whether it has a superficial or deep 

role at work, in order to reduce the turnover rate and to raise productivity. 

Second, it is important to teach employees to serve customers with a sincere 

appreciation of their point of view, rather than focusing on presenting an 

outward appearance of friendliness.

Novelty/originality: This paper contributes to the theory of proactive 

personality, emotional labor, and differential leadership. Contrary to previous 

studies, our research has used ‘proactive personality’ as both a distractor and 

a predictor at the same time. Also, insiders favored by leaders are not found to 

perform better at work.
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Introduction

Strengthening relationships between differential leadership 
(DL) and “insiders” and “outsiders” (IO) has become a crucial task 
for organizations, because high-level talent has become 
enterprises’ core competitiveness. Good employee performance 
and attitudes not only help an organization improve efficiency, but 
also promote the organization’s innovational development and 
endogenous motivation (Jha and Kumar, 2016). However, due to 
different cultures and leadership styles, it is inevitable that 
members, with a large amount of key information and under the 
action of certain factors, may exhibit negative behaviors in the 
workplace, thereby affecting their in-role performance (Ghosh 
et al., 2017). This not only adversely affects the careers of members 
within the organization, but also harms the organization and 
damages its legitimate interests. According to a famous Confucius 
classic, Book of Rites · Moderation, the interaction between people 
should follow the norms of respect and inferiority, closeness and 
distance, etc. In other words, respect accorded to wise men varies 
according to different levels and regions, and there is an order of 
differences even among relatives. To the present day in Chinese 
social culture, the valuation of these two norms of respect-and-
inferiority and of closeness-and-distance, have formed behavior 
patterns and communication rules (Zheng, 2006).

The importance of DL and IO in an organization has been 
previously verified, but few studies on these issues have adopted a 
“proactive personality” perspective. “Proactive personality” in 
employee performance is particularly important because the 
leader has the power to promote employees and allocate resources, 
and because employees must rely on the leader’s instructions to 
perform their work. Employees in a positive atmosphere have 
generally good expectations of their leaders. Employees can 
be frustrated, however, if the leadership style of their superior is 
inconsistent with the inner expectations of the employees (for 
example, these employees may see inequities, such as those outside 
the circle relying on relationships to assign tasks, or managers 
deliberately hindering employees from completing tasks, or 
differential leadership giving unfair compensation and promotion 
opportunities). Especially, when such emotions are not addressed, 
employees will show a bad work attitude, in part as a way to 
release their feelings of unbalanced effort and reward. When this 
situation persists, it becomes a burden to the organization; the 
overall atmosphere becomes discordant, management instructions 
cannot be implemented, and grassroots advice cannot reach the 
top, which can result in the company’s poor operation and failure. 
In such a situation, how can this management drawback be solved, 
or how can leaders adopt a more positive incentive strategy?

Data-driven artificial intelligence tools are becoming 
increasingly more powerful. With stronger capabilities, the 
utilization of AI technology is expected to boost the world 
economy (Kliestik et al., 2020; Durana et al., 2021; Lazaroiu et al., 
2021; Valaskova et  al., 2021). It will have a great impact on 
enterprises’ added value production (Mitan et al., 2021). Facing a 
new era and a knowledge-based economy, key elements such as 

knowledge capital, good corporate governance, and superior-
subordinate partnership will be essential for a sustainable business 
operations (Bulathsinhalage and Pathirawasam, 2017; Xu and Liu, 
2020; Krulicky and Horak, 2021; Tijani et al., 2021).

In traditional Chinese culture, leaders have wide-ranging 
decision-making and discourse power, due to the cultural 
acceptance of a higher power differential (Wang and Guan, 2018). 
Leaders tends to divide their subordinates into “insiders” and 
“outsiders” according to their relationships with them, and then 
to adopt differentiated management. Sexton et al. (2018) note that 
employees who have a closer relationship with their leaders may 
enjoy more resources and opportunities in the organization. 
Leaders are more active in interacting with “people inside the 
circle,” and most of them entrust more heavy responsibilities to 
the insiders and take care of them privately. In response, these 
insiders may feel that they are more valued and have a deeper 
sense of gratitude, which may enhance their sense of loyalty to the 
leader and their commitment to work. This not only improves 
their own in-role performance, but also creates more benefits and 
value for the organization. Moreover, the closer these insiders are 
to their leader, the more they may feel the difference between 
themselves and other members. Leaders are more rigid with 
“outsiders” and share less information with them (Kang and 
Cheung, 2010; Persson and Zhuravskaya, 2016). If the leader’s 
insiders and outsiders disagree on role identification, it will 
directly affect the quality of their interactions.

Owing to its being a highly professional and specialized 
service, medical care contains a large degree of emotional 
exposure, especially in nursing work between patients and 
practitioners, so it requires workers to make particular efforts to 
control their emotions. Therefore, this service sector can 
be  viewed as an emotion-intensive industry (Ashforth and 
Humphrey, 1993; Wang and Li, 2011). In particular, the 
emotional labor of employees in the nursing sector has 
increasingly become an issue that organizational management 
attaches great importance to. For example, workers might have 
accumulated grievances at work for various reasons, but due to 
job responsibilities and requirements, they need to control their 
emotions and continue to “serve with a smile.” In other words, 
in order to maintain a proper appearance and state of mind in 
the work environment, one must buildup oneself psychologically, 
control negative emotions, and give appropriate feedback to the 
behavior object (Burns et al., 2019).

The goal of this study is to explore whether a differential 
leadership style is beneficial to employees’ self-motivation and 
whether organizational differential motivation will affect 
performance within roles. Some scholars believe that a differential 
leadership style does not necessarily only bring negative effects, as 
it is likely to become an incentive management strategy (De 
Hoogh et al., 2015). This paper assumes that when leaders classify 
their subordinates according to standards such as ability and 
dedication, those “outsiders” who possess a proactive personality 
may generate some sort of insider status and actively approach the 
resource controllers. Because employees’ work attitudes and 
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behaviors are affected by the employee-leader relationship, 
employees who can obtain more resources from leaders will show 
more enthusiasm. Therefore, employees with a proactive 
personality consciously improve their work ability, actively change 
their personal communication behavior, and alter their 
organizational task environment.

This work contributes to the literature on differential 
leadership and employee in-role performance in several ways. 
First, concerning its contribution to theoretical development, 
previous research work on employee behavior, such as “abusive” 
and “destructive” leadership, examined the negative aspect of 
employee job performance. However, similar research on how the 
proactive personality trait affects the behavior of “outsiders” has 
not been conducted for a Chinese working environment operating 
under the theory of differential leadership. Thus, this research 
offers a theoretical extension to a blank area in the 
current literature.

Second, concerning its contribution to finding practical 
application in the context of Chinese localization, we  have 
explored the impact of differential leadership on employees. Since 
role performance depends on the individual’s self-construction 
(Turban et al., 2017), adding “proactive personality” as a factor 
generates a differential incentive strategy and stimulates a “fighting 
spirit” among employees. This research can provide a reference for 
the service sector, as well as other related industries, to reduce the 
disadvantages of conventional differential management.

Third, previous studies have shown that differential leadership 
does affect employees’ negative behavior. However, our research 
finds that, as long as differential patterns and partiality are 
rationally utilized, both “insiders” and “outsiders” can 
be encouraged to search for their own psychological balance when 
workers feel fairness is upheld (i.e., meeting their psychological 
expectations), by changing their workplace behavior and thus 
promoting the healthy development of the enterprise.

Fourth, in addition to introducing fairness perception as a 
mediator, this paper also adds “emotional labor” and “proactive 
personality” as moderator variables. From the perspective of 
employees’ own feelings and proactive changes, we explore how, 
under the influence of differential leadership, emotional labor and 
proactive personality restrain negative effects and generate a kind 
of motivational effect. This finding may provide some new insights 
for managers.

Research questions

Salas-Vallina et  al. (2021) pointed out that effective 
management can increase the effectiveness of subordinates for the 
benefit of the organization. Employees, in response to the style of 
leadership they receive, can take actions against situational 
obstacles through their own perceptions and self-management, 
which is particularly the case for individuals with proactive 
personality (Bateman and Crant, 1993). Based on the social 
exchange theory (SET), we  first aim to measure the effect of 

differential leadership style, upon the relationship between 
employee proactive personality and employee in-role performance 
We  then explore whether the relationship between the two is 
positive under the influence of other variables, and whether the 
sense of organizational justice that is influenced by differential 
leadership can be used as an intermediary variable in this study. 
In addition, considering the relationship between employees in 
the inner circle and outside of it, how does differential leadership 
create different impacts on the in-role performance of employees?

Research gaps: Previous research work on differential 
leadership has mainly focused on whether loyalty and talent are 
good criteria for classifying leaders (Cheng and Lin, 1998; Ren 
et al., 2002), as well as on the impact of differential treatment by 
leaders on subordinate effectiveness (Asrar-ul-Haq and Kuchinke, 
2016). Some studies have tried to detect whether organizational 
leaders have subordinates of their own (Farahnak et al., 2020). 
These studies generally found positive effects, although a few 
showed negative effects. Some works also include job performance 
(Aarons et  al., 2017) and organizational commitment (Keskes 
et  al., 2018). The previous literature on employee behavior 
identifies the primary positive employee behaviors as in-role 
behavior, socially beneficial behavior, and organizational 
citizenship behavior; the primary negative employee behaviors are 
identified as anti-productive behavior, deviant behavior, and 
abusive leadership. There is very little research work, however, that 
has actually considered the specific differential leadership 
associated with Chinese cultural characteristics. In this case, there 
are proactive personality traits, acting under different situations 
and individual perceptions that changed the behavior of 
“outsiders” as its antecedent variables. Therefore, to make the 
theory more complete, this paper also uses supplementary 
variables such as organizational justice and emotional labor.

Literature review and hypotheses

Social exchange theory

The earliest theory of social exchange was first proposed by 
Homans (1958). Its main assumption is that “people are rational” 
profit-seeking actors, who pay attention to the choice and pursuit of 
personal interests. In the process of interaction, their main concerns 
are how to measure the relative benefits between different purposes 
and actions, and how to conduct exchanges for the highest profit 
and repayment with the lowest possible cost. Agreements reached 
by people are the basis for maintaining and stabilizing interpersonal 
relationships, as well as all social organizations. However, since 
social exchange theory suggests that human behaviors are governed 
by the incentive to earn rewards and the desire to receive 
remuneration, all human social activities can be reduced to a kind 
of exchange. If so, the social relationship formed in social exchange 
can also be viewed as an exchange relationship.

Social exchange is part of human behavior. The microstructure 
of society originates from the exchanges that individuals expect 
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from social rewards. The reason why individuals interact with 
each other is because they desire to get something from their 
reasonable exchanges (Erdogan and Enders, 2007). In this regard, 
social exchange is divided into three forms: (1) social exchange of 
internal rewards (such as fun, social approval, love, gratitude, etc.), 
in which the exchange actor takes the process of communication 
itself as the purpose; (2) social exchange of external rewards (such 
as money, goods, invitations, assistance, obedience, etc.), in which 
the exchange actor regards the process of interaction as a means 
to achieve farther goals (external remuneration provides an 
objective and independent standard for a person to reasonably 
choose partners, providing an objective and independent 
standard); and (3) mixed social exchange, in which actors receives 
both internal and external remuneration.

Different disciplines have influenced the formation of social 
exchange theory (SET): (1) Anthropology: Exchange and reciprocity 
are often the basis of social integration, in primitive tribes, kinship 
and marriage are an alliance system, and therefore, marriage 
exchange guarantees alliances and social integration;; (2) 
Economics: concepts such as compensation or punishment, cost 
and profit originate from economics; (3) Psychology: Psychological 
principles can not only explain individual behaviors, but also 
understand social structures and social changes. People are society, 
and people’s lives are mostly in the process of interaction with 
others. All in all, the theory of social exchange is a combination of 
anthropology, economics, and behavioral psychology, and the 
interaction between people and the world is regarded as a rational 
behavior of calculating gains and losses. This idea is the same as that 
which our research has discussed – the inner and outer circles 
formed by differential leadership in Chinese culture may shape the 
differences in employee performance.

From the perspective of social exchange theory (SET), 
proactive personality is described as “a person who is not 
restricted by the environment, even if he  is treated differently, 
he  can make the environment change” (Bateman and Crant, 
1993). Such a person can show initiative and positive work 
performance (Yang and Chau, 2016; Turban et al., 2017), strong 
learning motivation (Roberts et  al., 2018) and innovative 
performance (Rodrigues and Rebelo, 2019). Newman et al. (2017) 
demonstrated that employees with strong proactive personalities 
are more likely to respond positively to leadership. Furthermore, 
people with a high level of proactive personality may actively 
engage in forming new initiatives, recognizing different 
opportunities, and persevering in achieving their goals (Bateman 
and Crant, 1993). Therefore, people with proactive personalities 
may challenge the status quo, while people with passive 
personalities usually maintain the status quo.

Factors affecting employee in-role 
performance

Social exchange theory argues that, when individuals conduct 
social exchanges, they will first judge their relationship with each 

other according to the “level of distance,” as the basis and principle 
of communication or resource allocation (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 
2005). Previous studies on in-role performance have focused on 
employees’ own factors and situational factors (such as incentive 
policies, people-post matching, leadership, corporate social 
environment, internal working atmosphere, and opportunities in 
development). Vigoda (2000) defines in-role performance as 
behaviors related to employees’ formal role requirements, which are 
basic job responsibilities and tasks specified in the job description; 
employees’ performance of such behaviors will result in receiving 
material and spiritual rewards. Due to cultural differences and 
perceptions of roles, the division of in-role performance also varies 
across cultures (Blakely et al., 2005). In terms of employees’ own 
factors, the employees’ personal characteristics, cognition, attitude, 
and emotional experience can all be used as influencing factors of 
their in-role performance. Mindfulness has a positive impact on 
employees’ in-role performance (Rodrigues and Rebelo, 2019; 
Jahanzeb et al., 2020); emotional instability will have a negative 
impact (Judge and Zapata, 2015; Probst et  al., 2017); employee 
personality factors also interact with work stress, which in turn 
affects performance (Judge and Zapata, 2015). That is to say, 
competent employees see challenges as an opportunity, and this 
opportunity is likely to promote personal career development. In 
order to improve their in-role performance, employees will put in 
effort and complete tasks to a high quality, which will have a positive 
impact and their in-role performance will thus be raised. Feng et al. 
(2019) has shown that, with the increase of challenging stressors, the 
in-role performance of employees will show an inverted “U” change.

The impact of proactive personality on 
employees’ in-role performance

Crant (2000) proposed that proactive behavior is actively 
transcending the current environment or create a new environment, 
with strong individual autonomy and purpose, as well as keen 
insight and an ability to seize opportunities. This paper explores the 
relationship with in-role performance from three perspectives: 
personal traits, behavioral perspectives, and action processes of 
proactive employees. People with proactive personalities have a 
higher ability to judge the situation. Because of an unwillingness to 
be restrained, in order to achieve their ideal state or get closer to their 
goals, this type of worker will actively improve the environment 
when the organizational situation hinders their interpersonal 
relationships and career development (Bateman and Crant, 1993). 
McCormick et al. also confirmed that “proactive personality” has a 
positive predictive task performance and organizational fairness in 
individuals with high Situational Judgment Effectiveness (SJE). On 
the other hand, if “proactive personality” is low, those individuals 
will not improve their environment or will be assimilated by that 
environment. The reason is that ability and flexibility are 
preconditions that determine behavior.

From the perspective of behavior and personal characteristics, 
employees with proactive personalities will hope to gain status in 
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the organization, and will tend to be valued by leaders. In order to 
achieve their goals or obtain target resources, they will devote 
themselves to their work, match themselves to the organizational 
goals, and be responsible for the results of their labor. Therefore, 
individuals with proactive personality will change their behavior 
according to their environment and leadership relationships, will 
actively seek feedback, and will conduct self-management. They 
will also formulate plans and implement and anticipate future 
results. Propelled by high desire, their initiative will become 
stronger, and they will try to achieve their goals, thereby improving 
their personal effectiveness and promoting their in-role 
performance (Crant, 2000). In addition, from the perspective of 
action processes, the action-goal taken by employees with 
proactive personality traits is a dynamic process that is planned 
and expected to produce results, and is future-oriented. For 
example, when employees find opportunities in organizational 
activities, they will try to identify the opportunities and the 
experience needed to complete their task goals and will spend the 
time and effort needed to achieve their goals and tasks to a high 
standard and with creativity (Vermooten et  al., 2019). In the 
context of team orientation, employees with proactive personalities 
are more driven (Turban et al., 2017). However, if employees with 
proactive personalities do not receive benefits from the 
organization despite their initiative, it may be due to a mismatch 
between their personal goals and their organizations’ goals. 
Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:

H1: Proactive personality has a positive effect on 
in-role performance.

The relationship among emotional labor, 
employee proactive personality, and 
in-role performance

In service positions in the medical sector, emotional labor is 
one of the most important work requirements (Hayyat et  al., 
2017). Morris and Feldman (1996) have shown that emotional 
labor is influenced by individual traits, situational factors, and 
sociocultural influences. They emphasized that emotional labor is 
influenced by the social environment and is a dynamic process. 
Three factors may affect emotional labor: (1) individual factors, 
such as gender, age, and personality traits; (2) organizational 
factors, such as organizational climate and work autonomy; and 
(3) situational factors, such as emotional events and 
communicative expectations (frequency, attitude, persistence, 
etc.). Delgado et al. (2017) believed that emotional labor research 
in the field of nursing is of great significance. Research shows that 
women are more likely to express their emotions, and they are 
more proficient than men in both shallow and deep emotional 
performances; men are more restrained in regulating their 
emotions and tend to use shallow acting (Yin et al., 2017; Yang 
et al., 2018). Diefendorff et al. (2006) and Chapman and Goldberg 
(2017) also found that emotional labor and personal traits were 

negative predictors of extraversion, conscientiousness, 
agreeableness, self-monitoring and superficial acting, while 
neuroticism positively predicts shallow acting. Employees will 
interact with the person being served with disguised and false 
emotions, while extraversion and agreeableness are positive 
predictors of real emotional performance. Lu and Sun (2021) also 
confirmed that high agreeableness and conscientiousness in 
nurses’ personality traits are negatively correlated with surface 
acting, but positively correlated with deep acting. Therefore, it also 
shows that the higher the level of emotional intelligence of 
employees, the higher the deep behavior, and that the less the 
shallow behavior, the higher the subjective well-being.

Regarding the influence of emotional labor, many scholars 
believe that it is bidirectional. Erez and Isen (2002) confirmed that 
emotions may affect cognitive processes, and positive emotions 
have more persistence and more explicit motivation than neutral 
emotions. Therefore, it is believed that positive emotions have an 
impact on goal commitment. Emotional labor occurs when 
someone’s personal state and work situation are inconsistent; 
employee emotional instability will have a significant negative 
impact on in-role performance (Raja and Johns, 2010; Probst 
et  al., 2017). Therefore, the internal response based on 
environmental stimuli is particularly important, because it can 
directly affect the display of interpersonal behavior (emotional 
performance) (Schreuder et al., 2016). However, the effects of 
superficial acting and deep acting on displaying emotional 
regulation strategies that meet the situational requirements also 
differ between individuals (Miller and Gkonou, 2018). Previous 
studies have found that employees will interact with the people 
they serve with disguised and false emotions. A real emotional 
performance of extroversion and agreeableness is a positive 
predictor, and extraversion is more sensitive to positive emotions. 
Miller and Gkonou (2018) pointed out the benefit of showing true 
feelings to clients and showing emotions with true thoughts, 
noting that extraversion is less painful to positive display rules in 
the moderating effect of emotional strategies. In addition, studies 
have found that proactive personality traits are significantly 
positively correlated with extraversion personality traits (Bateman 
and Crant, 1993). Exhibitors will also persevere in completing 
their goals. Thus, it is possible for them to exceed the in-role 
performance required by their basic job requirements. Employees 
with strong proactive personalities tend to actively explore or 
improve the expression of emotional states required by situational 
constraints at work, so as to promote their expressed emotions to 
adapt to their service interactions. This trait will encourage 
employees to internalize the needs and corporate values of the 
service object and show real emotional experience and empathy, 
rather than “masking.” Therefore, their emotional labor behavior 
may have positive utility (Grandey, 2003; Goldberg and Grandey, 
2007; Wen et al., 2019). Other studies have found that employees 
with autonomy have a negative relationship with shallow acting 
(Goldberg and Grandey, 2007; Muthukrishnan et al., 2018). This 
can also positively predict deep acting and job satisfaction. Deep 
acting is further beneficial for avoiding burnout and promoting 
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performance growth within individual roles (Phuoc et al., 2022). 
This may be  because it enables employees to match their real 
emotions with organizational rules, by learning the internal 
psychological process of cognition and thinking about 
phenomena, so as to achieve a unified and coordinated subjective 
perceptive activity of regulating internal and external emotions. 
Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

H2a: Superficial acting has a negative moderating effect on 
proactive personality and employees’ in-role performance.

H2b: Deep acting has a positive moderating effect on proactive 
personality and employees’ in-role performance.

Differential leadership categorizes 
subordinates (defines insiders and 
outsiders)

Jiang and Cheng (2014) pointed out that “insiders” will obtain 
team resources, but also need to make certain contributions in 
exchange, while outsiders will have less resource allocation, less 
strictness, less empowerment, alienation and indifference in 
interaction, and will be  treated in accordance with rules and 
procedures. Subordinates with closeness, loyalty, and talent may 
not only positively promote the performance of the supervisor, but 
also receive generous rewards (Cheng et al., 2002; Epitropaki et al., 
2016). For subordinates who only have kinship and loyalty but 
lack talent, leaders will give more care than to outsiders, based on 
their personal feelings. Talented people, even if they do not have 
kinship and loyalty, however, will also be identified and brought 
into the insider group (Ding and Jie, 2021). The subordinates of 
the insiders who are cared for privately will show more returns to 
the leaders when they are favored. When other members observe 
this phenomenon, the status of being inside or outside the circle 
becomes a motivator for their actions. Some “outsiders” will take 
the initiative to approach employees in the circle for their own 
interests, while continuing to discover interaction rules among 
people in the circle, which will lead to a good relationship with 
them, and thus indirectly obtain needed information and 
resources (Luo et al., 2016).

The impact of differential leadership on 
employees’ in-role performance

In Chinese culture, subordinates admire the power of their 
superiors, which is considered reasonable and an invisible norm 
(Xiong Chen and Aryee, 2007; Piansoongnern, 2016). Superiors’ 
treatment of their employees due to the distance of personal 
relationships is generally accepted by subordinate employees as 
biased treatment. Also, in an exchange relationship, the 
subordinates get benefits, and they will repay their superiors 
through their personal work performance, so as to achieve a 

reasonable exchange. Valuable communication and positive 
feedback can strengthen the individual’s sense of competence and 
autonomy and help to enhance their internal motivation 
(Matschke and Fehr, 2015).

When superiors treat employees favorably, employees will 
have a sense of belonging such as being valued, recognized, and 
understood. They will have a greater right to speak in the 
organization. They may also participate in leadership decision-
making and give more resource allocation to information and 
material rewards (leadership investment). At the same time, due 
to the close relationship, they will take the initiative to view 
themselves as the leader’s “insiders,” and the return to the leader 
is loyalty, dedication, and better performance (Luo et al., 2016). 
If an “insider” makes mistakes at work, the mistakes made by the 
subordinate are less likely to be investigated, and they may even 
be  intentionally overlooked. This custom is considered to 
be “protecting the calf ”; it is tolerant and will help subordinates 
to find solutions to problems. The subordinates of the “guarded 
insiders” (those accepting the leader’s reward) will also feel 
gratitude and recognize their superior’s status. Their trust and 
respect for the leader will be deepened, and they become more 
active and involved at work. For outsiders, however, their 
relationship with the leader is more estranged. Being treated 
badly, “outsiders” have no first-hand information related to work 
tasks. Nor are opportunities made available in a timely manner. 
Since they cannot get resources and rewards in the same way as 
“insiders,” psychological imbalances may develop, which will 
affect their work performance and even cause negative behaviors 
over time (Wang et al., 2021). Matschke and Fehr (2015) found 
that restrictions, directives, and threats reduce individuals’ 
subjective motivation and weaken their internal motivation. 
When employees face a lack of promotion opportunities, their 
output in the organization will reduce, affecting their in-role 
performance, due to their inability to develop their own insider 
identity. Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H3a: Differential leadership’s preference (DLP) to insiders has 
a positive impact on employees’ in-role performance.

H3b: Differential leadership’s bias (DLB) against outsiders has 
a negative impact on employees’ in-role performance.

Differential leadership and the sense of 
organizational justice

Adams (1965) defined organizational justice as the 
perception of fairness in resource distribution and presented 
the fairest distribution as rewarding people according to their 
contributions. The more one contributes, the more one should 
get in return. Cropanzan et al. called employees’ judgments, 
perceptions, and feelings of fairness in organizations the 
“fairness perceptions of justice.” Our paper adopts this 
definition of organizational justice from Cropanzan et al.
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Differential leadership usually treats subordinates differently 
based on characteristics such as their efficiency and similarities to 
the leaders. This differential management style both is motivated 
by the purpose of getting the job done and is influenced by purely 
personal preference. Most of the people inside their “relationship 
circle” are entrusted with important responsibilities, as well as 
being fostered and cultivated as cronies who enjoy resources and 
respect. On the other hand, people outside the circle are treated 
normally, act according to the rules, and experience a management 
method that is strict and rigid, or even unreasonable (Jiang and 
Cheng, 2014; Donia et al., 2016). Therefore, the rewards in the 
workplace are differentiated. Differential management may 
increase the phenomenon of members being marginalized within 
the organization. If people outside the circle find that they are not 
getting the attention of the leader, they will start to compare their 
own treatment and information channels to those obtained by the 
“insiders.” Finding themselves unable to get close to the controller 
of resources, they can feel lost and can conclude that they are 
treated unfairly. Some studies have shown that differential 
leadership results in unfair distribution of material interests and 
a loss of closeness and trust among “outsiders” (Zheng, 1995; Shu 
and Lazatkhan, 2017). Akram et al. (2021) believe that, in the 
context of perceived psychological stress, abusive supervision has 
both direct and indirect negative impacts on employee creativity. 
However, distributive and procedural justice are found to be able 
to mitigate abusive supervision’s negative effects on employee 
creativity. In an atmosphere of “leadership fairness,” subordinates 
tend to trust an organization’s distribution process and would 
tend to put the blame on their own actions if they received a low 
salary. Thus, they will work even harder (Engelbrecht and Samuel, 
2019); this tendency is particularly true among employees who 
are “insiders” of the leadership. This leads to the 
following hypotheses:

H4a: Differential leadership’s preference (DLP) to insiders will 
positively affect employees’ sense of organizational justice.

H4b: Differential leadership’s bias (DLB) against outsiders will 
negatively affect employees’ sense of organizational justice.

The relationship between organizational 
justice and employees’ in-role 
performance

A fair relationship is one of the most satisfying social 
relationships in interpersonal communication. A sense of justice 
is seen as a motivation that can effectively predict one’s 
organizational behavior. Albalawi et al. (2019) and Akram et al. 
(2021) show that distributional justice, procedural justice, 
leadership justice, and information justice have significant positive 
correlations with task performance, interpersonal promotion and 
work dedication. The main reason is that “relationships” are the 
basis for multi-party social exchanges and judgments. Since the 

behavioral style of superiors directly affects the action orientation 
of their employees, superior support has more influence on in-role 
performance. Yean (2016), Pournader et al. (2020), and Al-Omar 
et  al. (2019) believed that a lack of organizational justice will 
directly endanger employees’ benefit distribution, interpersonal 
relationships, and work efficiency. Its organizational fairness is 
related to a psychological contract. As a kind of implicit but active 
and flexible virtual contract, it can maintain relationships and 
output efficiency even within highly emotionally challenging 
organizations. When there is a sense of a lack of fairness, however, 
people will feel disappointed and will stop believing that efforts 
and rewards are proportional, resulting in them no longer 
producing as many thoughts or behaviors that would have been 
valuable to the organization. Feelings of being treated unfairly and 
dissatisfaction with the assigned results may also be compensated 
for in other negative ways (such as theft or sabotage). Therefore, 
the following hypothesis is made:

H5: Organizational justice positively affects 
in-role performance.

The relationship between organizational 
justice, differential leadership and in-role 
performance

According to social exchange theory and fairness theory, 
individuals will return the value they have acquired in order to 
maintain the distribution of benefits of a social interaction. Zhu 
and Xie (2018) and Nauman et  al. (2020) pointed out that, if 
employees and the organization have sufficient and fair social 
exchanges, then employees will feel that they receive sufficient 
attention and support from the organization. Their sense of 
identity and responsibility will be significantly enhanced and will 
spontaneously produce positive behaviors that are beneficial to the 
organization. This kind of fairness will make employees feel that 
they have the responsibility and obligation to do their work better 
and to contribute to the development of the organization. In 
contrast, if the sense of justice within the organization is weak, 
then employees may feel that they are incapable of changing the 
atmosphere, resulting in two psychological behaviors. The first of 
these behaviors is positive: a growing effort to achieve a stronger 
right to speak and to try to improve unfair environments in the 
organization, opening a positive path for later employees. The 
second behavior is negative, and can be divided into two aspects: 
(1) an attitude which believes that, in an unfair environment, no 
matter how hard you try, you will not be able to achieve your 
ambitions and prospects, but that you cannot give up due to social 
life factors; and (2) anti-productive behavior (Pournader et al., 
2020) that can induce a destructive behavior in the organizational 
environment. This can spread or instigate other employees to also 
act poorly.

To sum up, from the perspective of social exchange, the 
determination of fairness depends on whether each person 
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receives equal benefits and distribution during exchange 
processes. The distribution of benefits is based on contributions, 
but both parties are restricted by social rules. It also depends on 
the ownership of the resource and the relationship with the 
dominant player during the exchange. When employees feel that 
the interpersonal relationship is unbalanced, their sense of justice 
will be lacking and their work engagement will decrease, resulting 
in lower in-role performance. Therefore, this paper proposes the 
following hypotheses:

H6a: Organizational justice has a mediating effect on the 
relationship between differential leadership’s preference (DLP) 
for insiders and employees’ in-role performance.

H6b: Organizational justice has a mediating effect on the 
relationship between differential leadership’s bias (DLB) 
against outsiders and employees’ in-role performance.

The moderating effect of employees’ 
proactive personality

Employees with proactive personalities have inherent 
positive tendencies and the characteristic of creating a 
favorable environment, so their ability to adjust to the 
environment is also high. The differential treatment of 
“insiders” and “outsiders” by differential leadership has also 
become a means of differential incentive management. Because 
of the existence of favorable treatment toward “insiders,” when 
faced with differential treatment by differential leaders, 
employees with high proactive personality are more likely to 
take the initiative (Li et  al., 2018; Wang and Lei, 2021). 
Therefore, if people outside the circle also have a strong 
proactive personality, they will use growth needs as the 
motivation to change or win the favor of the leader and change 
the leader’s classification of themselves. In this context, the 
sense of organizational justice is considered to be  a very 
important situational factor that affects the expression of 
individual characteristics. Employees with high proactive 
personality will find ways to meet and achieve their expected 
goals, and when they perform, they will also evaluate and 
segment the expected target to offset the initial high sense of 
unfairness and to gradually reduce or replace it. Also, because 
they are unwilling to be  restrained, when the organization 
hinders their interpersonal relationships and career 
development, they will actively improve the environment. They 
hope to gain achievements and status in the organization, to 
be valued and promoted by leaders, and to achieve their goals 
or obtain target resources. At the same time, employees who 
are “insiders” with proactive personalities may, based on their 
own ability, take their favorable treatment from their leader for 
granted and view such favoritism as fairness, even when they 
have obtained more resources than others. Individuals with a 
lower proactive personality exhibit the opposite behavioral 

pattern. They fail to recognize opportunities, appear relatively 
passive, and like to rely on others to drive change. Therefore, 
this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H7a: Proactive personality positively moderates the 
relationship between differential leadership’s preference (DLP) 
to insiders and organizational justice.

H7b: Proactive personality positively moderates the 
relationship between differential leadership’s bias (DLB) 
against outsiders and organizational justice.

Methodology

In this study, we used PROCESS SPSS MACRO for analysis. 
All dimensions were averaged by the method of ITEM 
PARCELING, and we turned this into an observation variable for 
analysis. Therefore, the graphics are rendered in squares that are 
for path analysis.

Sampling and data collection

The data used in this study were collected from supervisors 
and subordinates of well-known hospitals (one of the research 
assistants was previously a nurse) and of health institutions in 
Beijing in China. A total of 900 questionnaires for supervisors and 
subordinates were distributed (250 for supervisors and 900 for 
subordinates). After deducting invalid questionnaires, a total of 
524 valid samples (192 questionnaires for supervisors and 524 
questionnaires for subordinates) were obtained; the recovery rate 
of valid samples was 58.2%. The subjects of this research 
questionnaire were the paired questionnaires of direct supervisors 
and subordinates. A set of valid questionnaires was obtained when 
a supervisor matched 3–5 subordinates (if the supervisor did not 
answer or if the number of subordinates who answered was 
insufficient, then the group of data was deleted). In addition to 
collecting data from different sources, this study also collected 
data at different time points (that is, at a 1-month interval), so as 
to avoid the problem of common method variation. The procedure 
for distributing the questionnaires for this study was as follows:

 1. This study first contacted the liaisons of hospitals and 
health institutions in Beijing, and screened the eligible 
subjects for the questionnaire. The subject must be one 
supervisor with at least 3 subordinates. After asking for the 
number of supervisors and subordinates who were 
interested in participating in this study, the questionnaires 
were sent to the liaisons of each institution, for assistance 
in forwarding the questionnaires to the study participants.

 2. Each questionnaire included the purpose of the research and 
the method for answering the questionnaire. In the first stage, 
after all subjects had filled in their basic information, the 
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supervisors conducted a self-assessment on differential 
leadership, while the subordinates answered an assessment 
on their sense of organizational justice. After filling out all the 
questions, each participant put the questionnaire in an 
envelope and returned it to the contact person. In the second 
stage, 1 month after completion of the questionnaire, the 
subordinates would evaluate their in-role performance, 
proactive personality, and emotional service, then return the 
questionnaire to the contact person in an envelope.

Data analysis

Stratified random sampling was used for this study. The 
samples came from six main urban areas in Beijing (Dongcheng, 
Xicheng, Chaoyang, Fengtai, Shijingshan, and Haidian Districts), 
and the hospitals in the 6 urban areas were classified according to 
their grade levels (Grade 1 and below, Grade 2, and Grade 3 and 
above). According to the Information Center of the Beijing 
Municipal Health Commission, there were about 297,000 
registered health technicians in Beijing in 2020. Among them, 
there were 189,000 people in the six major urban areas, with the 
grade levels of first-level-and-below, second-level, and third-level-
and-above accounting for about 10, 35, and 55%, respectively. 
Ghiselli et al. (1981) proposed that the number of questionnaires 
to be distributed should be at least 5–10 times the number of 
itemized questionnaires. This study originally had a total of 58 
topics, so 900 questionnaires were randomly distributed. The first 
phase began distribution in early January 2021, breaking up the 
questions and distributing 300 copies at random. In order to 
recover real and effective data smoothly, each participant was 
offered a “red packet” (a Chinese custom of showing appreciation) 
as a reward after completing and returning a questionnaire. By 
February 6, 250 questionnaires had been received. After 
eliminating unqualified questionnaires, such as those with 
confusing basic information or that had been filled-in 
incompletely or left blank, we  finally recovered 213 valid 
questionnaires; so, the effective questionnaire rate was 71%. For 
the second stage, after a 1-month interval, the questions were 
broken up and 600 copies were distributed randomly on February 
10. By March 30, 477 copies were recovered. After excluding 
invalid questionnaires with missing values, wrong answers or 
random answers, we recovered a total of 311 valid questionnaires; 
the effective rate of the questionnaire was 51.83%.

The total number of participants in this study was 524. There 
were 167 males and 357 females, and their majors varied. The 524 
participants were distributed thusly by age: (below 20 years old: 59, 
11.3%; 21–30: 313, 59.7%; 31–40: 112, 21.4%). Most respondents 
were undergraduates (252, 48.1%). In seniority, 401 had served 2 
to 10 years (76.6%). Regarding position, “without any title” were 
325 (62%); 134 were at a basic level (25.6%). In terms of hospital 
scale, most of the participants were from Grade 2 and above 
(473, 90.3%).

Instrument and measurement

Dependent variables
The measurement method of the research constructs was 

developed based on previous reports in the literature. All items 
were assessed based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). To assure the 
consistency of the measure used, translation and back-translation 
procedures between the Chinese and the English language (Van 
de Vijver and Leung, 1997) were applied. Furthermore, three 
business administration professors helped to revise the 
descriptions of the scale items to confirm the construct’s validity. 
Finally, a pretest was done among 130 medical staff. A reliability 
analysis showed no item with an item-to-total value below 0.30. 
Employee in-role performance was measured with the use of five 
items adopted from Eisenberger et al. (2010): 1. Completing the 
assigned tasks successfully. 2. Fulfilling the job content specified 
by the job responsibilities. 3. Meeting the performance 
requirements set out in the job. 4. Accomplishing the tasks 
expected by the organization. 5. Sometimes neglecting some of the 
responsibilities that should be performed at work occasionally*. 
The fifth question is given an asterisk (*) because it is a reverse 
question, used to verify whether the answer-logic of the subjects 
is consistent, between before and after.

Independent variables
Proactive personality was measured with the use of 17 items 

adopted from Bateman and Crant (1993). The scale was adapted 
to the localization context, and after EFA reduction, 8 items were 
selected: 1. “No matter what the situation is, as long as I decide 
things, I will put them into practice.” 2. “I am willing to stand up 
for my ideas even in the face of opposition.” 3. “I am used to 
standing up for others when it comes to giving advice and 
implementing new projects*.” 4. “No matter where I am, I have a 
strong ability to drive organizational change to happen.” 5. “If I see 
something unreasonable, I will change it.” 6. “There is nothing 
more exciting than seeing your ideas come true.” 7. “I am always 
looking for new ways to improve my work.” 8. “I am able to keenly 
identify and grasp opportunities for learning and advancement at 
work.” Note, again, that the * indicates a reverse question.

Differential leadership was measured with the use both of 11 
items that are biased towards outsiders which have been adopted 
from Jiang and Cheng (2014) and also of the 10 items that are 
biased toward insiders which have been adopted from Jiang and 
Zhang (2010). After context modification, the measurement basis 
of differential leadership was generated. Preference to insiders: 1. 
Greeting employees and having frequent contact and interaction. 
2. Spending more time on personal experience sharing and 
guidance. 3. Helping and supporting in emergencies. 4. Assigning 
a subordinate to convey work information frequently. 5. Giving 
more opportunities to get rewards and promotions. 6. Assigning 
more important and easy-to-achieve tasks. 7. Giving large rewards. 
8. Lessening penalties for work mistakes. 9. Rarely getting blamed 
for mistakes at work, and 10. Rarely pursuing subordinates for 
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mistakes. Bias against outsiders: 11. Having an indifferent attitude 
and keeping a certain distance*. 12. Being less likely to mentor or 
share work experience and knowledge skills*. 13. Being less likely 
to help solve problems at work*. 14. More often withholding key 
information at work*. 15. In the performance appraisal of 
subordinates, being less merciful, and handling everything in 
accordance with the rules and regulations*. 16. When subordinates 
review their own mistakes, strictly accusing without mercy*. 17. 
Being less likely to be perceived as needing assistance when things 
go wrong*. 18. More often ignoring work problems reported by 
subordinates*. 19. Making frequent public criticism and censure*. 
20. Often being sarcastic at work*; and 21. More often arranging 
complex and difficult tasks that are not easy to complete*. Note: * 
indicates a reverse question.

Emotional labor was measured with the use of 8 items 
adopted from Grandey (2003). Grandey (2003) divides emotional 
labor into two dimensions: surface behavior and deep behavior. 
This division fits the Chinese context. Shallow play: 1. “Even if 
I am in a bad mood, I will show a happy appearance.” 2. “At work, 
no matter how complicated my inner feelings are, I  will play 
appropriate attitudes and emotions to meet the emotional 
expression requirements of the organization.” 3. “In order to 
express the emotions required for work, I  wear a ‘mask’.” 4. 
“Emotions expressed at work do not match my inner feelings.” 
Deep play:5. “When facing colleagues and work, the emotions 
I express are from the heart.” 6. “When there is a problem at work, 
I will try my best to overcome the bad emotions and actively solve 
the problem.” 7. “For the sake of work, even if I am in a bad mood, 
I will try to adjust my mood.” 8. “When you are in a bad mood, by 
communicating with colleagues and actively engaging in work, the 
negative emotions will be reduced.”

Organizational justice was measured with the use of 10 
items adopted from Niehoff and Moorman (1993) and Wang 
(2009). The 10 items are as follows: 1. “Leaders show me 
respect when making a decision about my job.” 2. “When 
making a decision related to my job, the leader chooses to do 
so in a practical way.” 3. “Leaders will treat me fairly and 
equitably when making a decision related to my job.” 4. 
“Organizational leaders make work decisions in an unbiased 
state.” 5. “Decisions made by the organization apply 
consistently to all employees.” 6. “The top leaders of the 
organization will collect sufficient and correct information 
before making decisions.” 7. “When subordinates request, the 
leader will clarify some relevant decision-making 
supplementary information.” 8. “I think the workload assigned 
to me is fair.” 9. “I think my salary is fair.” 10. “My work rights 
and responsibilities are relatively fair.”

Common method variation
In order to avoid the validity problems caused by 

questionnaires coming from the same source or the same test 
environment, this research uses a reverse questionnaire design 
and a post-event statistical control to reduce or even avoid the 
influence of CMV. This step uses the Harman (1976) one-factor 

test. It can be seen from Table 1 that the explained variance 
value of the first principal component before rotation is 
32.674% < 40%, indicating that the common method bias test 
was passed.

Data collection

The survey instrument contained 48 items (totaling 7 
constructs) adapted from previous studies (see Appendix B). The 
survey measured participants’ perceptions with a 5-point Likert 
scale, ranging from totally disagree to totally agree. Higher scores 
on this instrument indicated more positive perceptions. All data 
were collected by online survey.

Results

Data analysis

This study uses structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the 
measurement model’s reliability and validity. (Note that SEM is 
only used for validation; SPSS PROCESS MACRO is used to test 
mediation and moderation, in keeping with the research 
framework presented in Figure 1). Amos 24 was used to evaluate 
the measurement model. In this model, if the chosen indicators 
for a construct do not measure that construct, then the testing of 
that structural model will be meaningless (Jöreskong and Sörbom, 
1998). Thus, the first-step in the modeling approach, as 
recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) and McDonald 
and Ho (2002), was followed by carrying out a confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) to provide an assessment of convergent and 
discriminant validity, and then the PROCESS was carried out to 
provide the path coefficients, mediations, and moderations.

Measurement model

The measurement model was assessed using AMOS 24.0 with 
maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) in terms of individual 
item factor loadings, reliability of measures, convergent validity, 
and discriminant validity. MLE allows computation of assorted 
indices of goodness-of-fit and the testing of the significance of 
loadings and correlations between factors, but it requires an 
assumption of multivariate normality. Table 2 presents a summary 
of the unstandardized factor loadings, standard error, significance 
test, standardized factor loadings, composite reliability (CR), and 
average variance extracted estimates (AVE). CR reflects the 
internal consistency reliability among indicators of a construct. As 
shown in Table 2, all values of the CR exceed 0.7, thus showing 
good reliability for all six constructs. Fornell and Larcker (1981) 
proposed three measures for assessing convergent validity of the 
measurement items: (a) item reliability of each measure, (b) 
composite reliability of each construct, and (c) the average 
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variance extracted (AVE). On the reliability of the items, the 
standardized loading values exceeded 0.6 that are ranging from 
0.672 to 0.840, the recommended threshold by Gefen et al. (2000), 
thus demonstrating convergent validity at the item level. For 
composite reliability, all values exceeded 0.7 that are ranging from 
0.804 to 0.924, the recommended threshold by Nunnally and 
Bernstein (1994). Lastly, on the average variance extracted, all 
values exceeded 0.5, ranging from 0.539 to 0.639. Given the 
satisfaction of three criteria, the convergent validity for the 
proposed constructs of the measurement appears to be adequate.

For the discriminant validity, the square root of the AVE for a 
given construct was compared with the correlations between the 
construct and other constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). If the 
square root of the AVE of a construct is greater than the 
off-diagonal elements in the corresponding rows and columns, 
then this indicates that that construct is more-closely related with 
its indicators than with the other constructs. In Table  3, the 
diagonal elements in the matrix are the square roots of the 

AVE. Because the square roots of the AVE are higher than the 
values of its corresponding rows and columns, discriminant 
validity is found to be satisfactory for all constructs.

Direct effect analysis

Before we  tested mediation and moderation, the path 
coefficients of independent variables to dependent variable were 
computed. The full model is comprised of two sub-models. Model 
1 entails the regressing of the OJ onto PP, PP × DLP, PP × DLB, 
DLP and DLB. Model 2 involves the regressing of Y onto PP, OJ, 
DLP, and DLB. The obtained results are presented in Table 4.

The coefficient for all independent variables were significant 
to OJ, including the interaction between PP and DLB, PP and DLP 
were significant. In the second part regression, IRP was regressed 
on PP, OJ, DLP and DLB. The coefficients were significant here 
also, but with DLP➔IRP.

TABLE 1 Common method bias tests.

Element Initial eigenvalues % of variance Cumulative % Extract the square % of variance

1 16.99 32.674 32.674 16.99 32.674

2 3.827 7.361 40.034 3.827 7.361

3 3.516 6.762 46.796 3.516 6.762

4 2.645 5.087 51.884 2.645 5.087

5 2.389 4.593 56.477 2.389 4.593

6 1.745 3.355 59.832 1.745 3.355

7 1.399 2.690 62.522 1.399 2.690

Compiled by this study.

FIGURE 1

Research framework. Compiled by this study.
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TABLE 2 Reliability and convergent validity.

Construct Item Significance test of parameter estimation Item reliability Composite reliability Convergence validity
Unstd. S.E. Unstd./S.E. p STD. SMC CR AVE

DLB DLB1 1.000 0.691 0.477 0.928 0.539

DLB2 0.967 0.066 14.727 0.000 0.676 0.457

DLB3 1.271 0.079 16.069 0.000 0.754 0.569

DLB4 1.271 0.080 15.973 0.000 0.749 0.561

DLB5 1.085 0.071 15.265 0.000 0.710 0.504

DLB6 1.114 0.074 14.998 0.000 0.699 0.489

DLB7 1.173 0.074 15.941 0.000 0.747 0.558

DLB8 1.210 0.077 15.627 0.000 0.727 0.529

DLB9 1.289 0.079 16.275 0.000 0.764 0.584

DLB10 1.231 0.072 17.008 0.000 0.791 0.626

DLB11 1.217 0.075 16.206 0.000 0.758 0.575

DLP DLP1 1.000 0.780 0.608 0.924 0.550

DLP2 0.948 0.052 18.395 0.000 0.748 0.560

DLP3 0.945 0.052 18.145 0.000 0.743 0.552

DLP4 0.917 0.052 17.567 0.000 0.729 0.531

DLP5 0.872 0.052 16.930 0.000 0.708 0.501

DLP6 0.949 0.053 17.947 0.000 0.738 0.545

DLP7 0.962 0.052 18.512 0.000 0.760 0.578

DLP8 0.814 0.050 16.359 0.000 0.683 0.466

DLP9 0.871 0.050 17.377 0.000 0.720 0.518

DLP10 0.981 0.049 20.083 0.000 0.800 0.640

ELDP ELDP1 1.000 0.839 0.704 0.876 0.639

ELDP2 0.842 0.043 19.657 0.000 0.764 0.584

ELDP3 0.810 0.041 19.574 0.000 0.772 0.596

ELDP4 0.947 0.045 21.060 0.000 0.820 0.672

ELSP ELSP1 1.000 0.780 0.608 0.804 0.507

ELSP2 0.832 0.060 13.909 0.000 0.672 0.452

ELSP3 0.811 0.057 14.158 0.000 0.678 0.460

ELSP4 0.874 0.059 14.888 0.000 0.714 0.510

IRP IRP1 1.000 0.764 0.584 0.873 0.580

IRP2 0.869 0.053 16.556 0.000 0.730 0.533

IRP3 0.867 0.052 16.660 0.000 0.723 0.523

IRP4 0.963 0.055 17.648 0.000 0.764 0.584

IRP5 0.988 0.052 19.033 0.000 0.823 0.677

OJ OJ1 1.000 0.817 0.667 0.922 0.543

OJ2 0.808 0.046 17.577 0.000 0.700 0.490

OJ3 0.767 0.044 17.339 0.000 0.692 0.479

OJ4 0.921 0.046 19.905 0.000 0.767 0.588

OJ5 0.854 0.046 18.453 0.000 0.726 0.527

OJ6 0.812 0.044 18.465 0.000 0.723 0.523

OJ7 0.804 0.044 18.070 0.000 0.714 0.510

OJ8 0.814 0.044 18.330 0.000 0.722 0.521

OJ9 0.844 0.046 18.241 0.000 0.720 0.518

OJ10 0.900 0.044 20.427 0.000 0.781 0.610

PP PP1 1.000 0.837 0.701 0.922 0.596

PP2 0.943 0.046 20.456 0.000 0.768 0.590

PP3 0.847 0.045 18.878 0.000 0.727 0.529

PP4 0.829 0.044 18.650 0.000 0.718 0.516

PP5 0.866 0.043 19.984 0.000 0.761 0.579

PP6 0.906 0.046 19.686 0.000 0.747 0.558

PP7 0.983 0.048 20.645 0.000 0.771 0.594

PP8 0.984 0.041 23.786 0.000 0.840 0.706

Unstd, Unstandardized factor loadings; Std, Standardized factor loadings; SMC, Square Multiple Correlations (square of STD); CR, Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted.
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Two interactions to OJ are significant: PP × DLP ➔OJ (β = 0.199, 
SE = 0.036, t = 5.572, p < 0.001, [0.129 0.270]) and PP × DLB ➔OJ 
(β = 0.187, SE = 0.031, t = 5.980, p < 0.001, [0.125 0.248]).

Mediation and moderation analysis

In the mediating and moderating analysis, we examined the 
mediation effect first. Mediation analysis is used to identify and 
explicate the relationship between the dependent variable Y and 
an independent variable X, which may be  affected via the 
interaction of a third variable M. Here, M is a mediating variable, 
and it represents a mechanism through which X affects Y. In our 
current study, “PP,”"DLP,”"DLB” are independent variables and 
“PP × DLP” and “PP × DLB” are our interactions impacts from 
“OJ”; with “OJ” acting as a mediator variable, which further affects 
the “IRP.”

We conducted path analysis by PROCESS 3.5 macro (Hayes, 
2012) to test these indirect effects, and we determined statistical 
significance by bootstrapping using 5,000 resamples (Hayes, 
2009). In PROCESS v3.5 built-in models, we could find no model 
that fit to our hypothesis research model. Thus, we used PROCESS 
syntax to do the work; that syntax is presented in Appendix A.

Indirect effect analysis

We used 5,000 times bootstrap samples in the present study 
and determined the mediating effect of the 95% confidence 
interval. The results are shown in Table 5. The first column is the 
direct and indirect effects, the second through fourth columns are, 
respectively, the point estimate, standardize error, and confidence 
intervals. If confidence intervals do not include 0, then this means 
that an indirect effect is supported. The last 3 columns report the 
Sobel z tests; if z > 1.96 and p < 0.05, then an indirect effect is 
supported. Our five hypotheses were all supported by the results, 
as Table 5 shows. From Table 5, it can be seen that the indirect 
effect of the mediation path “Preference for Insiders-
Organizational Fairness-In-Role Performance” is 0.059, at a 95% 
confidence interval. The upper interval is 0.104 and the lower 
interval is 0.022; thus it does not include any 0 values. Moreover, 
the p value is less than 0.05, all of which indicates that there is a 
significant mediating effect. In addition, the direct effect is 0.085. 
The 95% confidence interval of Bias-correction contains 0, so the 
direct effect is not significant. Therefore, H6a is verified and is 
fully intermediary. The indirect effect of the mediation path 
“preference to outsiders-organizational justice-in-role 
performance” is −0.056, at a 95% confidence interval; the upper 
interval is −0.023, and the lower interval is −0.096. It does not 
include any 0 values and the p value is less than 0.05, thus 
indicating that there is a significant mediation effect. In addition, 
the direct effect is −0.361; the 95% confidence interval of Bias-
correction does not contain a 0, so the direct effect is significant, 
and the estimated value becomes smaller. Therefore, it is verified 
that H6b is a partial intermediary.

Moderating effect

In order to better display the moderation effect, we followed 
Aiken et  al. (1991) procedures and examined at one standard 
deviation (SD) above the mean, at the mean, and at one SD below the 
mean, for the personality values used as the moderator variable of 
interest. This analysis was to determine if the slopes of the regression 
equations for high and low values of the interaction differed from 
zero. The present study had explores two potentially moderation 
effects, PP × ELSP➔IRP and PP × ELDP➔IRP, and the analysis 
results are presented in Table 6 below (Other potential moderating 
effects could also be analyzed in future works). PP × ELSP➔IRP 
(β = −0.154, SE = 0.035, t = −4.394, p < 0.001, [−0.223–0.085]) and 
PP × ELDP➔IRP (β = 0.112, SE = 0.034, t = 3.327, p = 0.001, [0.046 
0.178]), p < 0.05 and the bias-correction results do not include 0, 
which indicates that the moderating effect exists.

Analysis of research results

From the results of the path analysis in Table 4, we see that 
proactive personality has a significant positive impact on employee 

TABLE 3 Discriminant validity of Fornell and Larcker criteria.

Construct Pearson product correlation coefficients

PP DLP DLB OJ ELSP ELDP IRP

PP 0.772

DLP 0.485 0.734

DLB −0.510 −0.502 0.742

OJ 0.438 0.540 −0.626 0.737

ELSP 0.283 0.230 −0.366 0.267 0.712

ELDP 0.490 0.345 −0.444 0.308 0.494 0.799

IRP 0.518 0.442 −0.624 0.527 0.412 0.588 0.762

The diagonal elements are the square root of AVE, the off-diagonals are Pearson 
coefficients Structural model.  
Compiled by this study.

TABLE 4 Regression coefficients.

DV IV Coeff SE t p LLCI ULCI R2

OJ Constant 2.960 0.236 12.517 0.000 2.495 3.424 0.455

PP 0.102 0.033 3.050 0.002 0.036 0.168

PP ×DLP 0.199 0.036 5.572 0.000 0.129 0.270

PP × DLB 0.187 0.031 5.980 0.000 0.125 0.248

DLP 0.328 0.041 8.067 0.000 0.248 0.408

DLB −0.311 0.038 −8.084 0.000 −0.386 −0.235

IRP Constant 2.948 0.313 9.427 0.000 2.334 3.563 0.393

PP 0.195 0.039 5.072 0.000 0.120 0.271

OJ 0.180 0.050 3.593 0.000 0.082 0.279

DLP 0.085 0.049 1.753 0.080 −0.010 0.181

DLB −0.361 0.048 −7.604 0.000 −0.455 −0.268

Compiled by this study.
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performance within roles. Its standardized path parameter β value 
is 0.195, SE = 0.039, t = 5.072, p < 0.001, which means that H1 is 
verified. We also see from the path analysis results in Table 6 that 
PP  ×  ELSP➔IRP (β = −0.154, SE = 0.035, t = −4.394, p < 0.001, 
[−0.223–0.085]. This shows that the interaction item “proactive 
personality” ×” superficial acting” has a significant negative effect 
on in-role performance. Therefore, the moderator variable 
“shallow acting” has a significant negative moderating effect on 
the relationship between “proactive personality” and “in-role 
performance.” Hypothesis H2a is thus supported. PP × ELDP➔IRP 
(β = 0.112, SE = 0.034, t = 3.327, p = 0.001, [0.046 0.178], p < 0.05 
and the 95% confidence result does not include 0, so the 
moderated effect exists. It shows that the interaction item 
“proactive personality” × “deep-play” has a significant effect on 
in-role performance. Hence, Hypothesis H2b is also supported.

Also from the results of the path analysis in Table 4, we see 
that the standardized path coefficients of differential leadership’s 

preference to insiders and employees’ in-role performance are 
β = 0.085, SE = 0.049, t = 1.753, p < 0.08, 0.099, p value is 0.04 < 0.05, 
[−0.010 0.181], which means that Hypothesis H3a is invalid. 
Perhaps when the subordinates feel that the leader has a preference 
for them or that they have a special relationship with their leader, 
then they may become arrogant, thinking that they can survive in 
the business without working hard. In that case, then, their 
performance would be worse than others, over time. Real life 
anecdotal experience suggests that such people do exist.

There is a significant negative relationship between differential 
leadership’s biases against outsiders and employees’ in-role 
performance. From Table  4, we  see that its standardized path 
coefficient β = −0.361, SE = 0.048, t = −7.604, p < 0.001, [−0.455–
0.268], which means that Hypothesis H3b is supported. When 
employees are treated badly, they will feel insecure, uncertain, 
anxious, and other negative emotions, which will then affect their 
role behaviors and even produce negative behaviors (Zheng, 1995; 

TABLE 5 Mediating effects.

Path Bootstrap 5,000 times confidence interval Sobel z test

Estimate BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI SE Z p

Direct effect

PP → IRP 0.195 0.039 0.12 0.271

DLP → IRP 0.085 0.049 −0.01 0.181

DLB → IRP −0.361 0.048 −0.455 −0.268

Indirect effect

PP→OJ→IRP 0.018 0.010 0.002 0.040 0.008 2.275 0.023

PP×DLP→OJ→IRP 0.036 0.012 0.014 0.063 0.012 2.986 0.003

PP×DLB→OJ→IRP 0.034 0.012 0.012 0.061 0.011 3.048 0.002

DLP→OJ→IRP 0.059 0.021 0.022 0.104 0.018 3.261 0.001

DLB→OJ→IRP −0.056 0.019 −0.096 −0.023 0.017 −3.262 0.001

Compiled by this study.

TABLE 6 Moderating effect.

DV IV Coeff SE T p LLCI ULCI R2

OJ Constant 2.960 0.237 12.517 0.000 2.495 3.424 0.455

PP 0.102 0.034 3.050 0.002 0.036 0.168

PP × DLP 0.199 0.036 5.572 0.000 0.129 0.270

PP × DLB 0.187 0.031 5.980 0.000 0.125 0.248

DLP 0.328 0.041 8.067 0.000 0.248 0.408

DLB −0.311 0.039 −8.084 0.000 −0.387 −0.235

IRP constant 1.303 0.478 2.727 0.007 0.364 2.242 0.488

PP 0.221 0.120 1.835 0.067 −0.016 0.457

OJ 0.177 0.047 3.785 0.000 0.085 0.268

ELSP 0.647 0.135 4.798 0.000 0.382 0.912

PP×ELSP −0.154 0.035 −4.394 0.000 −0.223 −0.085

ELDP −0.136 0.123 −1.112 0.267 −0.377 0.104

PP×ELDP 0.112 0.034 3.327 0.001 0.046 0.178

DLP 0.072 0.045 1.588 0.113 −0.017 0.161

DLB −0.238 0.046 −5.182 0.000 −0.328 −0.148

Compiled by this study.
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Jiang and Cheng, 2014). From Table 4, we see that the biased 
treatment of differential leaders will significantly and positively 
affect employees’ sense of organizational justice. Its normalized 
path coefficient β = 0.328, SE = 0.041, t = 8.067, p < 0.001, [0.248 
0.408], which means that Hypothesis H4a is valid. When 
employees are viewed as outsiders, differential leadership treats 
outsiders in a negative way, which will negatively affect employees’ 
sense of organizational justice. Its normalized path coefficient 
β = −0.311, SE = 0.038, t = −8.084, p < 0.001, [−0.386–0.235], 
which means that Hypothesis H4b is also valid. When outsiders 
find a large gap (in terms of rewards and status they have received) 
between themselves and the insiders, they will feel unfairly treated. 
This feeling directly affects the actions and attitudes of outsiders. 
We can also see from Table 4 that β = 0.180, SE = 0.050, t = 3.593, 
p < 0.001, [0.082 0.79], indicating that the sense of organizational 
justice has a significant positive impact on the employees’ in-role 
performance, so hypothesis H5 is also established.

From Table 6, the interaction terms between independent 
variables and moderator variables, the standardized path 
coefficients of proactive personality × differential leader’s 
preference for oneself and organizational justice sense are 
β = 0.199, SE = 0.036, t = 5.572, p < 0.001, [0.129 0.270], which 
shows that Hypothesis H7a is valid. We can also see from Table 6 
that the interaction term of the independent variable and the 
moderator variable, the standardized path coefficient of proactive 
personality × differential leadership to outsiders’ bias towards 
organizational justice are β = 0.187, SE = 0.031, t = 5.980, p < 0.001, 
[0.125 0.248], verifying that hypothesis H7b is also valid.

In terms of the adjustment effect, Figure 2 shows that, when 
the level of “proactive personality” is low, low-level “superficial 
acting” has better in-role performance than “deep-level acting.” 
For superficial acting in a high degree of “proactive personality,” 
the in-role performance is better than a low degree of “proactive 
personality.” Figure 3 shows that low-level superficial acting has 
higher in-role performance than higher superficial acting at a 
lower level of “proactive personality.” Nonetheless, for higher 

“proactive personality,” the performance of the two roles tends to 
be consistent.

Discussion and conclusion

The findings reveal that, when faced with difficulties or unfair 
treatment, employees with proactive personality traits may take 
the initiative to change situational obstacles, to improve current 
difficulties and to positively impact their in-role performance. 
This is consistent with the research proposed by Ghosh et  al. 
(2017), who argue that subordinates may hold key information, 
and under the influence of certain factors, some negative behaviors 
mat manifest at work. There are always differences among people 
with different personalities, so even if the manager treats all of 
them poorly, not everyone’s work performance will suffer equally, 
depending on personality. Maan et al. (2020) pointed out that, 
under the basis of social exchange and fairness theory, employees 
with proactive personalities may have higher job satisfaction, 
better innovative work behavior, and stronger learning goal 
orientations. A multifaceted view of social exchange emphasizes 
the significance of many sources of support. According to these 
approaches, employees of proactive personalities develop different 
give-and-reward relationships under different organizational goals 
(Lavelle et al., 2007; Buil et al., 2019), so that they may generate 
stronger job satisfaction, deeper organizational commitment, and 
better in-role performance (Joo and Bennett III, 2018). Managers 
can help employees adapt to the work environment and have 
better job satisfaction by identifying and managing their 
motivations and opportunities. However, employees with 
proactive personality traits can also negatively affect their in-role 
performance, if they use emotional adjustment strategies at a 
superficial level. Nonetheless, the effect of deep acting on in-role 
performance is not obvious, which is different from what has been 
found by some previous researchers. The reason may be that the 
samples in this study are doctors and nurses in health institutions 
and hospitals. These individuals are professionals and are 
respected by people and have high salaries, all of which may cause 
the average person to behave well towards them.

In addition, in Chinese culture, there is a leader-centered 
power relationship network, so the leader’s partiality to insiders 
will make the employees feel that they are being treated fairly and 
being given corresponding powers with clear obligations in the 
invisible norms of the organizers in the circle. This could have a 
positive effect on their performance (Schaubroeck et al., 2017). 
Scholars refer to differential leadership as the leadership style in 
which a leader gives more partial treatment to their own 
subordinates. Although this leadership behavior may seem unfair, 
it is common in Chinese business organizations where the 
emphasis on human relations is rather common (Mingzheng and 
Xinhui, 2014; Li et al., 2017. In this study, however, the effect is not 
significant. Insiders may have a good relationship with the leader 
as mentioned above, but thus become arrogant. They may think 
their job condition is stable and not feel any need to work hard, 

FIGURE 2

Proactive Personality × Superficial Play Interaction Effects. 
Compiled by this study.
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thus resulting in poor in-role performance. For outsiders, if they 
are not treated in the same way as insiders, they may have the 
feeling of being treated unfavorably. This feeling has a high 
negative correlation with performance, job satisfaction, and 
loyalty (Jiang and Zhang, 2010). This finding is consistent with the 
hypothesis of this study. In facing this kind of prejudicial 
treatment, the feeling of injustice increases over time, which not 
only consumes the employees’ positive psychology, but also 
reduces the degree of their investment in the organization. 
Therefore, employees will be satisfied and motivated only when 
they perceive fairness. When they do, they are likely to continue 
to work actively. When unfairness is perceived, however, then, in 
order to compensate for that sense of injustice, employees may 
reduce work engagement and organizational commitment, and 
may also retaliate against the organization (Zhu and Xie, 2018). 
When insiders with proactive personality traits are treated 
favorably under differential leadership, the stronger their sense of 
organizational justice, the more engaged they are at work, and 
their in-role performance is significantly enhanced. On the other 
hand, outsiders with proactive personality traits, in the face of 
unfair interpersonal interactions, will look for ways to address 
their predicament and achieve their expected goals.

Theoretical implications of the research

From a theoretical point of view, this study has the following 
contributions. First, it can be  used as the basis for deepening 
differential leadership. This study finds that leaders’ differential 
treatment of different subordinates has group-level implications, 
and the results derived from differential treatment can reflect 
leaders’ differential treatment behavior. It is a response to Jiang 
and Zhang’s call (2010) to examine the relevance of differential 
leadership at different levels. Furthermore, this study agrees with 
both Jiang and Zhang (2010)’s and Leung and Barnes (2020)’s 
claims that leaders expect differential treatment to empower 

insiders so as to increase loyalty and effectiveness, and that 
subordinates outside the circle can also take the initiative to learn 
from their fellow workers and show behaviors that meet the 
expectations of their leaders.

Second, this research contributes to the research literature on 
the fairness of resource allocation, in regards to how fairness 
affects not only the individual rights of employees, but also the 
overall organizational performance. Differential leadership will 
therefore affect differential performance (Li et  al., 2018). The 
results show that, with proactive personality traits, both “insiders” 
(who are treated favorably) and “outsiders” (who are treated 
unfavorably) may have a positive impact on organizational justice 
and on in-role performance – and if they succeed in this, it may 
lessen their negative perceptions of the organization. Our study is 
the first to simultaneously consider differential leadership bias 
(DLB) against “outsiders,” proactive personality, and organizational 
justice in a single study. The results suggest that the effects of 
flawed differential leadership can also be motivating, as long as 
managers pay more attention to understanding employee traits 
when applying a differential leadership strategy.

Practical implications of the research

Whether the trusted subordinates can establish a harmonious 
and mutually beneficial relationship with other subordinates in 
the group is worthy of attention. If leaders can treat their 
subordinates fairly, regardless of whether they are inside or outside 
of their circles, and if they can promote mutual cooperation and 
assistance among all subordinates, then it may foster friendly 
relationships, both with subordinates and also between insiders 
and outsiders. Furthermore, through the two-way communication 
of insiders, the gap between a leader and the subordinates outside 
the circle (outsiders) can be reduced, and the subordinates outside 
the circle can also better understand the ideas and expectations of 
their leader, which may improve their chances of “upgrading” to 
insiders. In contrast, if a leader gives privileges to and tolerates 
mistakes from cronies based on personal relationships rather than 
their work performance, then these cronies may become arrogant 
and start bullying outsiders. Adding to anger and disapproval of 
cronies, outsiders will also have a negative impression on their 
leaders. Therefore, as Akram et al. (2021) has proposed, managers 
should provide opportunities for employees to participate and 
create a fair atmosphere in their organization, so as to mitigate the 
harmful consequences of abusive supervision.

In addition, this study confirms that outsiders with proactive 
personality traits also have an overall impact on both their own 
performance and also the performance of others on the inside, in 
the process of transformation. For employees outside the circle, 
getting help and support from insiders can reduce obstacles in the 
transition process, so as to optimize the allocation of high-quality 
resources by the controller. For insiders, new outsiders can be used 
as partners (Wang, 2015). Not only is it beneficial to their own 
work performance, but it also helps outsiders reduce the 

FIGURE 3

Proactive Personality × Deep Play Interaction Effect. Compiled by 
this study.
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difficulties encountered in entering their circle within the 
organization. Both sides can benefit, and reduce the sense of threat 
to their status from the other (Fan and Zheng, 2000). Also, the 
sense of responsibility in the personality traits of medical staff is 
negatively correlated with surface acting, but is positively 
correlated with deep acting (Lu and Sun, 2021). This is likely 
because managers fully consider the emotional expression 
requirements of different post characteristics and thus choose 
medical staff with matching personality characteristics.

Limitations and directions for future 
research

While this research provides theoretical and managerial 
implications, there are some limitations to be  acknowledged. 
First, due to time constraints and the pandemic, we were not able 
to conduct an actual interview with the survey respondents. All 
the questionnaires were distributed and collected through the 
contacts at the hospital and health institutions. Second, this study 
only investigated hospital staff, so the results may be consequently 
biased. It is not known what situation the respondents were in 
when they filled out the questionnaire, and there were difficulties 
in determining whether they were affected by constraints of the 
external environment. Third, this study selected medical staff 
from hospitals in the six major urban areas of Beijing, from Grade 
1 to Grade 3-and-above. Thus, whether these survey results can 
also be inferred to employees in different regions and in different 
industries needs further verification. Fourth, there is a limitation 
of research dimensions. All variables in this study contain 
multiple dimensional structures and we did not explore the other 
variable dimensions or explore the mutual influence relationships 
among them, in a one-by-one manner.

There are several avenues for future studies. First, the research 
object can be expanded in scope or targeted to the service sector 
or to other related sectors. It is possible to further explore the 
impact of employees’ own feelings and interactions on personal 
effectiveness. Alternatively, new research on the relationship 
caused by the differential atmosphere from different perspectives 
can be  analyzed by paired samples. Second, in a differential 
leadership style, it is possible to further explore topics such as 
authoritarian and paternalistic leaders’ differential treatment of 
employees based on tasks and emotions, which affects employee 
classification and self-perceived classification, as well as their 
active insider-and-outsider transfer process. Third, we  can 
further explore the positive role of proactive personality and 
differential leadership styles in differential management areas, its 
impact on the effectiveness of the overall team, and the 
relationship conflicts between teams. Fourth, in a relational 
atmosphere supported by emotional commitment, the mediating 
relationship between emotional labor and differential 
management behavior in the team should be explored, and the 
relationship between its internal influence and the matching 
environment in the individual-organization should also 

be discussed. Fifth, in order to explore the overall impact, future 
scholars can discuss these variables in detail, so as to enhance the 
understanding of the influence of these factors. Follow-up 
researchers can consider the research issues and environmental 
constraints, and select objects and methods that are suitable for 
their own research and development conclusions.
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