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Impact of empowering leadership 
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With the advent of the pandemic era, many organizations have implemented a 
hybrid work model to manage office- and remote-based work. The proliferation 
of hybrid work demands leaders to demonstrate a different style of leadership than 
that in the past and to delegate authority, providing autonomy and responsibility 
to employees. Furthermore, both within and outside the organization, members 
must adapt and respond to rapidly changing environments and demonstrate 
adaptive performance to generate better outcomes. This study identifies the 
relationship between empowering leadership and adaptive performance in hybrid 
work, based on the social exchange and self-determination theories. Furthermore, 
it validates the mediation effect of knowledge sharing and employee agility and 
serial mediation effect. We analyzed data from 290 IT manufacturing employees 
working in hybrid work in South Korea. The findings reveal that empowering 
leadership positively influences adaptive performance and that knowledge sharing 
and employee agility partially mediate this relationship. Moreover, knowledge 
sharing and employee agility serially mediate the impact of empowering leadership 
on the adaptive performance of employees. These research findings provide 
theoretical and practical implications for organizations in hybrid work.
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1 Introduction

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the economic downturn prompted companies to 
move beyond traditional work methods and adopt more productive and efficient approaches. 
Various work methods are encouraged to facilitate the transition from remote work, which 
has been extensively employed during the pandemic. In this context, hybrid work is expected 
to emerge as a significant mode of operation in future workplace (Moglia et  al., 2021). 
Specifically, Amazon has informed its employees of plans to reintroduce office-based work to 
complement the remote work practices established during the pandemic (Amazon, 2023). The 
company has announced the adoption of a hybrid work model that blends office and remote 
work arrangements (GeekWire, 2023). This approach aims to leverage the benefits of both 
work environments, fostering flexibility and maintaining productivity. Thus, hybrid work 
model is being used to manage remote- and office-based work.

However, compared with traditional work arrangements, the physical distance 
between leaders and employees increases in hybrid model that reduces communication 
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and feedback, thereby creating a gap in feedback (Zhang et al., 
2020). Such physical distance highlights the importance of a 
different type of leadership compared to traditional settings. In 
hybrid work arrangements, overcoming the challenges posed by 
physical separation and achieving strong performance requires 
employees to take ownership of their tasks and actively engage in 
their work. Rather than focusing on managing task progress, 
leaders must guide employees to work autonomously. Therefore, 
the significance of empowering leadership, which delegates 
authority to actively engage in their tasks, is growing (Gray et al., 
2023; Jolly et al., 2021).

Empowering leadership involves delegating authority to 
employees, enhancing their intrinsic motivation, and stimulating 
their sense of responsibility and desire for growth, leading to 
performance achievements (Zhang and Bartol, 2010). In the current 
endemic era, it is imperative for organizations and individuals to 
anticipate, adapt, and respond swiftly to rapid environmental 
changes. This agility is essential for maintaining resilience and 
competitiveness in a landscape characterized by ongoing 
uncertainties and shifting dynamics. By cultivating an adaptive 
mindset and implementing flexible strategies, organizations can 
better navigate the complexities of this new era and seize emerging 
opportunities. Empowering leadership uses distributed authority as 
a resource to respond agilely to internal and external environmental 
changes (Arnold et al., 2000).

This study extends the exploration of the mechanisms connecting 
empowering leadership to adaptive performance by investigating the 
sequential mediating roles of knowledge sharing and employee agility. 
Within a knowledge-based society, knowledge is emphasized as a 
critical resource for enhancing organizational performance and 
competitiveness (Tung, 2014). Employees actively engage in the 
exchange and acquisition of knowledge to enhance their capabilities, 
a process that not only maximizes organizational value but also 
significantly boosts performance improvement (Srivastava et  al., 
2006). Under empowering leadership, employees strategically leverage 
knowledge sharing to enhance performance and respond adeptly to 
dynamic environments.

Employees must cultivate their skills to effectively adapt to 
evolving internal and external environmental changes (Kinicki and 
Latack, 1990). In this context, employee agility has emerged as a 
crucial competency for navigating dynamic environments. By 
proactively responding to changes, employees enhance their decision-
making capabilities, ultimately leading to improved work quality 
and performance.

Numerous prior studies have explored the impact of empowering 
leadership on adaptive performance. However, to achieve a more 
nuanced understanding of the relationship between these variables, 
there is a pressing need for integrative research that considers multiple 
influencing factors (Bonini et al., 2024; Xu and Zhang, 2022). This 
study aims to investigate the mechanisms through which empowering 
leadership influences adaptive performance specifically in hybrid 
work settings, employing self-determination theory and social 
exchange theory as foundational theoretical frameworks. By 
examining the mediating roles of knowledge sharing and employee 
agility within these environments, this study endeavors to deepen the 
understanding of the connection between empowering leadership and 
adaptive performance, particularly in the context of increasingly 
prevalent hybrid work arrangements.

2 Literature review

2.1 Empowering leadership

Empowering leadership refers to a leadership style in which a 
leader shares authority with employees, induces intrinsic motivation, 
and instills them with a sense of the importance of their work and 
confidence in their performance (Srivastava et al., 2006; Zhang and 
Bartol, 2010). Traditional leadership faces limitations in responding 
flexibly to significant changes or resource-scarce environments such 
as those presented by the COVID-19 pandemic (Javed et al., 2019). In 
contrast, empowering leadership, by delegating authority and fostering 
intrinsic motivation, encourages innovative behavior and responds 
flexibly to changes (Javed et al., 2019).

A leader’s role is vital in fostering employee empowerment 
(Srivastava et al., 2006; Zhang and Bartol, 2010). Empowerment plays 
a crucial role in improving individual and organizational performance 
through self-development and the pursuit of innovative actions. 
Empowering leadership can be  realized from the perspectives of 
empowerment and leader behavior. The leader behavior perspective 
focuses on the style of leadership, feedback provision, and behaviors 
that delegate autonomy and responsibility (Kirkman and Rosen, 
1997), focusing on how a leader’s actions impact employees. However, 
empowerment perspective emphasizes on employees’ responses to 
delegated authority and motivation, including acquiring and using 
power and autonomy within the organization (Conger and Kanungo, 
1988; Kirkman and Rosen, 1997; Spreitzer, 1995), highlighting how 
employees perceive and respond to empowering leadership.

Research on empowering leadership examines how leaders’ 
behavior impacts employees and enhances performance (Druskat and 
Wheeler, 2003; Judge et al., 2004). According to Zhang and Bartol 
(2010), empowering leadership positively influences employee 
performance indicators such as organizational citizenship behavior, 
innovation, and work performance improvement. Additionally, 
studies indicate that empowering leadership positively affects 
employees’ work performance (Kundu et al., 2019).

2.2 Adaptive performance

As the Fourth Industrial Revolution is grounded in digitalization, 
traditional job performance measures have limitations in reflecting 
the complexity of work (Kim and Yoon, 2021). Moreover, changes in 
the external environment require employees to enhance their 
knowledge and skills in response (Kinicki and Latack, 1990). Both the 
external environment and job roles are becoming more diversified, 
and the demand for jobs is continuously evolving (Goldstein and 
Gilliam, 1990). Consequently, the concept of adaptive performance 
has emerged, which involves actively responding to changing 
environments that lead to performance outcomes. Adaptive 
performance refers to appropriately altering one’s responses and 
actions in new job situations or environments (Pulakos et al., 2000).

Adaptive performance was proposed as a development of the 
traditional job performance model that distinguishes between task 
and contextual performance (Allworth and Hesketh, 1999; Ployhart 
and Bliese, 2006; Pulakos et al., 2000). The increasing complexity 
and unstructured nature of jobs due to changes in the job 
environment have prompted the expansion of the concept of job 
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performance. Therefore, individual job performance, previously 
divided into task and contextual performance, has been expanded 
to include adaptive performance, reflecting success in adapting to 
increasing dynamism and changes (Schmitt et al., 2003).

Initially, adaptive performance was defined from a learning 
perspective (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006). London and Mone (1999) 
define adaptive performance as a response to new learning, whereas 
Mumford et  al. (1993) define it as the activity of creating new 
frameworks to adapt to new environments, moving beyond existing 
learning. However, these definitions are limited, as they focus only on 
learning behavior and do not fully encompass broader meanings. The 
scope of adaptive performance is extended to include behaviors required 
in new environments (Pulakos et al., 2000). This expansion encompasses 
individual actions based on abilities, dispositions, skills, and proactivity 
in both the internal and external environments. Furthermore, it has 
been defined from situational and reactive perspectives, focusing on 
utilizing various capabilities to improve performance in changing 
environments (Lepine et al., 2000; Ployhart and Bliese, 2006; Pulakos 
et al., 2000). Specifically, research has progressed from the perspective 
that the ability to respond to and proactively utilize capabilities in 
changing environments leads to performance improvement.

Several studies have explored the multidimensional nature of 
adaptive performance. Pulakos et  al. (2000) distinguish adaptive 
performance from a situational perspective into eight dimensions: 
handling emergencies or crisis situations; handling work stress; solving 
problems creatively; learning work tasks, technologies, and procedures; 
dealing with uncertain and unpredictable work situations; demonstrating 
interpersonal adaptability; demonstrating cultural adaptability; and 
demonstrating physically oriented adaptability. However, Charbonnier-
Voirin and Roussel (2012) define it using five dimensions, reactivity in 
the face of emergencies, creativity, handling work stress, training effort, 
and interpersonal adaptability, to facilitate generalization.

2.3 Knowledge sharing

In a knowledge-based society, knowledge is a crucial resource for 
sustaining and securing the competitiveness of organizations, with 
employees voluntarily sharing and learning knowledge playing a key 
role (Tung, 2014). However, knowledge sharing among individuals 
and teams must be  implemented effectively for knowledge to 
effectively contribute to gaining a competitive edge (Han et al., 2016). 
Knowledge sharing includes not only sharing explicit knowledge 
through documents, manuals, and data but also sharing tacit 
knowledge such as thoughts, behaviors, and know-how, which can 
also be communicated through sharing (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1996). 
Srivastava et al. (2006) argue that if knowledge is not shared, its value 
can be underestimated. Therefore, knowledge sharing plays a vital role 
in realizing the true value of knowledge, beyond merely possessing it.

Van Den Hooff and De Ridder (2004) introduce the concept of 
knowledge sharing using the concepts of donating and collecting 
knowledge. Knowledge donation means voluntarily providing the 
knowledge one possesses to other members, whereas knowledge 
collection means acquiring knowledge from others through processes 
such as persuasion (Van Den Hooff and De Ridder, 2004).

A major topic discussed in research related to knowledge sharing 
is whether a difference exists between the intention to share knowledge 
and actual knowledge-sharing behavior. According to previous 

research, intention is a precursor to behavior that transforms into 
behavior over time (Bandura, 2001). Although the temporal difference 
between intention and behavior leads them to be perceived as different 
concepts, the intention to share knowledge influences the behavior 
leading to actual sharing; hence, it is used as an equivalent concept in 
the context of knowledge sharing (Reychav and Weisberg, 2010). 
Therefore, in this study, knowledge sharing is conceptualized and 
measured according to previous research as the intention to share 
both explicit and tacit knowledge.

2.4 Employee agility

Owing to the unpredictability of recent environments, the 
importance of employees’ agile mindsets has been emphasized 
(Harsch and Festing, 2019). Additionally, in the era of digital 
transformation, agility enables employees to quickly adapt and 
respond to change, allowing the execution of appropriate strategies 
(Nijssen and Paauwe, 2012; Troise et al., 2022; Baran and Woznyj, 
2020). Organizations with agile employees can respond flexibly to 
environmental changes and secure a competitive advantage.

The concept of agility has been studied from both personal and 
organizational perspectives (Breu et al., 2002; Salmen and Festing, 
2022). Organizational agility is defined as the ability to anticipate and 
leverage changes in the external environment to respond quickly 
(Sharifi and Zhang, 1999; Sherehiy and Karwowski, 2014). According 
to prior research, organizational agility largely depends on individual 
agility (Harsch and Festing, 2019). Individual agility must be improved 
to respond to changes at the organizational level. Therefore, this study 
validates the concept of employee agility at an individual level.

Early research defines agile employees as those who effectively 
solve given problems and pursue self-development (Plonka, 1997). 
Later, Breu et al. (2010) define it in terms of technical aspects such as 
a combination of skills, responsiveness to change, and access to 
information. From a behavioral perspective, it is defined as the skill to 
anticipate changes, learning new technologies, and responding flexibly 
(Sherehiy and Karwowski, 2014). Braun et al. (2017) integrate these 
concepts to define employee agility as a skill to actively respond to 
changes. They divide employee agility into three subfactors according 
to work adjustment theory: proactivity, adaptivity, and resilience. 
Proactivity refers to the active response to problems effectuated by 
changes in anticipation of solving them. Adaptivity refers to the 
voluntary learning and acquisition of skills to adapt to environmental 
changes. Finally, resilience refers to the efficient management of the 
unpredictable stress caused by changes. Owing to the ambiguity 
regarding the concept of resilience, recent research has emphasized 
the importance of proactivity and adaptivity, which involve predicting 
new environments and acting proactively (Pitafi et al., 2018).

3 Hypothesis development

3.1 Empowering leadership and adaptive 
performance

Empowering leaders enhance employees’ intrinsic motivation 
(Chen et al., 2011; Lorinkova and Perry, 2017; Zhang and Bartol, 
2010). When delegating authority, employees voluntarily participate 
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in decision-making processes and actively express their opinions. 
This process makes them recognize the importance of their work and 
the organization’s goals, leading to intrinsic motivation (Amundsen 
and Martinsen, 2014). Thus, enhanced intrinsic motivation is utilized 
as a resource in changing environments, influencing the improvement 
of adaptive performance.

According to the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 
2000), to enhance intrinsic motivation for performance, psychological 
needs such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness must 
be satisfied. Empowering leadership can fulfill these psychological 
needs by delegating authority. Delegated authority increases autonomy 
in job roles and strengthens relationships with employees through 
trust (Morrison and Phelps, 1999; Zhang et al., 2020). Thus, enhanced 
intrinsic motivation is utilized as a resource to respond to changes and 
challenging tasks (Bajaba et al., 2021; Griffin et al., 2010; Niessen and 
Jimmieson, 2016). Specifically, enhanced intrinsic motivation makes 
individuals feel responsible for autonomous decisions, preparing them 
to face the risks of change and strive to improve their performance 
(Demerouti and Bakker, 2011).

This relationship can be explained by the social exchange theory 
(Blau, 1964; Porter, 2018). According to the social exchange theory, 
individuals reciprocate favors they receive, adhering to the norm of 
reciprocity. Employees perceive delegated authority as a sign of trust 
and favor and seek to reciprocate it. In an effort to reciprocate, they 
maintain a positive attitude and engage in behaviors beneficial to the 
organization. Such constructive behavior is utilized as a resource that 
positively influences adaptive performance.

In hybrid work environments, the physical distance between 
leaders and employees frequently results in feedback gaps (Zhang et al., 
2020). These gaps hinder leaders’ ability to promptly intervene in 
employees’ tasks, necessitating that employees independently reflect on, 
adjust, and execute their work to achieve desired outcomes. In such 
contexts, it is imperative that employees work autonomously and 
approach their tasks with intrinsic motivation. Empowering leadership 
plays a crucial role by fostering autonomy and responsibility, 
encouraging employees to take ownership of their work. This leadership 
approach fulfills essential psychological needs, thereby enhancing 
intrinsic motivation and positively influencing adaptive performance.

H1: Empowering leadership positively affects adaptive 
performance in hybrid work.

3.2 Mediation effect of knowledge sharing

In the digital era, knowledge becomes increasingly crucial. 
However, even the most valuable knowledge has limited potential to 
enhance organizational performance and individual competencies if 
not shared or used by employees (Nonaka, 1991). Therefore, to fully 
leverage knowledge as a competitive advantage for an organization, it 
is essential to consider how employees share the knowledge they 
possess (Argote, 2012).

As knowledge acts as a key competitive factor in this era, 
empowering leadership plays a critical role in fostering individual 
autonomy and affecting knowledge sharing (Singh, 2008). Employees 
endowed with authority and responsibility over their work require 
appropriate knowledge and information for rational decision-making. 
Hence, they strive to secure resources for decision-making by sharing 

knowledge, information, and know-how. Consequently, empowering 
leadership drives employees’ knowledge sharing using it as a resource 
impacting adaptive performance (Oliver and Reddy Kandadi, 2006; 
Srivastava et al., 2006).

The mediation effect of knowledge sharing can be explained by 
the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000). As voluntary 
knowledge sharing is nonmandatory, motivation is necessary (Peng, 
2013; Wang and Noe, 2010). Enhanced intrinsic motivation through 
empowering leadership encourages individuals to determine and 
improve the resources required to better perform their tasks (Ahearne 
et  al., 2005). Through such efforts, shared knowledge becomes a 
resource that is utilized to adapt to changing and unfamiliar 
environments, thus contributing to performance.

This relationship can also be explained by the social exchange 
theory (Blau, 1964; Porter, 2018). Employees empowered through 
empowering leadership engage in constructive actions for the 
organization (Arnold et al., 2000; Rao Jada et al., 2019). As part of 
these efforts, employees willingly share their intellectual assets such as 
information, knowledge, and know-how with others and actively seek 
knowledge to achieve better performance. In other words, to 
reciprocate the favor of the leader, they share their intellectual assets 
and competitiveness for the growth and development of the 
organization, despite the potential risk of losing their competitive 
edge. These intellectual resources are used to proactively respond to 
changes and achieve performance outcomes.

In hybrid work environments, the physical separation from 
colleagues often leads to reduced access to resources compared to 
traditional office settings. To better adapt to changes and achieve 
higher performance under these conditions, employees must 
proactively gather resources. Specifically, they are driven to engage in 
knowledge sharing to acquire and expand their intellectual capital, 
enabling them to perform their assigned tasks more effectively. This 
acquired knowledge enhances decision-making quality and acts as a 
critical resource for responding to and adapting to environmental 
changes, thereby positively influencing adaptive performance.

H2: Knowledge sharing mediates the relationship between 
empowering leadership and adaptive performance in hybrid work.

3.3 Mediation effect of employee agility

Rapid environmental changes require employees to develop the 
appropriate skills (Kinicki and Latack, 1990). In response to such 
changes, the significance of skills that prepare employees to proactively 
adapt to changing environments based on resources and knowledge, 
known as employee agility, has been emphasized.

Employee agility and adaptive performance share conceptual 
similarities in their responses to changes. However, employee agility 
is defined as the skill to respond to change, whereas adaptive 
performance is defined as the behavior of responding and adapting to 
actual changes or unfamiliar environments.

Furthermore, the mediating effect of employee agility is explained 
by the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Authority and 
autonomy achieved through empowering leadership serve as motivations 
for better decision-making. According to the self-determination theory, 
employees whose psychological needs are satisfied voluntarily strive to 
develop skills (Ahearne et al., 2005). They seek, train, and prepare for the 
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skills required to respond appropriately to internal and external 
organizational environments. These efforts positively impact employee 
agility. The skill of anticipating and responding to change assists in 
efficiently reacting and adapting to actual changes and unfamiliar 
environments, thus contributing to performance outcomes.

According to the social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Porter, 2018), 
the favor perceived by employees owing to empowering leadership 
induces them to engage in constructive behaviors to reciprocate with 
the organization and leader. Employees contribute to an organization 
by enhancing skills that predict and respond to unpredictable changes, 
managing future challenges, and handling organizational risks. These 
skills aid in adapting and responding to actual changes and unfamiliar 
environments, thereby contributing to performance outcomes.

In a hybrid work setting, employees face unpredictable changes in 
both office and remote work environments. Moreover, working in new 
locations and adopting new work styles introduce additional changes. 
In such environments, employees with intrinsic motivation fostered 
by empowering leadership endeavor to develop skills to predict and 
manage change. Enhanced skills can be applied to proactively respond 
and adapt to unpredictable changes occurring in a hybrid work 
setting, contributing to performance improvement.

H3: Employee Agility mediates the relationship between 
empowering leadership and adaptive performance in hybrid work.

3.4 Serial mediation effect of knowledge 
sharing and employee agility

According to the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000), 
employees who receive delegated authority through empowering 
leadership experience satisfaction with their psychological needs, 
enhancing their intrinsic motivation. This enhancement enables 
employees to select and utilize the resources necessary for better task 
performance, thereby improving decision-making quality (Ahearne 
et al., 2005). Employees actively participate in knowledge sharing to 
acquire such resources. These intellectual assets enhance skills for 
predicting and responding to internal and external organizational 
changes. These efforts are utilized as resources to appropriately 
respond to actual changes, thereby impacting adaptive performance.

This perspective can also be affirmed through the social exchange 
theory (Blau, 1964; Porter, 2018). Leaders’ behaviors, such as those 

exhibited in empowering leadership, act as positive experiences for 
employees and motivate them to reciprocate. Employees voluntarily 
share their knowledge and strive to learn from others for personal and 
organizational growth and performance. They not only apply the 
acquired intellectual assets to their tasks but also use them to enhance 
their skills to predict and respond to potential changes. These risk 
management skills are applied when actual changes occur, managing 
organizational change and risks as reciprocating behaviors toward 
the organization.

In a hybrid work environment, where access to resources may 
be more limited than in traditional work settings, employees with 
delegated authority actively strive to acquire intellectual assets for 
better decision-making. Moreover, they utilize these intellectual assets 
to enhance skills for timely response to changes that may occur in the 
new work environment, facilitating better task performance. Such 
actions serve as resources for timely response and adaptation to the 
unpredictable changes attributed to hybrid work, thereby impacting 
adaptive performance (Figure 1).

H4: Empowering leadership influences knowledge sharing, 
affecting employee agility and subsequently adaptive performance 
in hybrid work. Specifically, the relationship between empowering 
leadership and adaptive performance is serially mediated by 
knowledge sharing and employee agility in hybrid work.

4 Research methodology

4.1 Sample and data collection

We collected data through both online and offline surveys 
targeting employees from small- and medium-sized IT manufacturing 
companies in South Korea who were engaged in hybrid work during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This study specifically focused on IT-based 
firms utilizing hybrid work models, with an emphasis on the IT 
manufacturing sector, where adaptive performance is considered 
particularly crucial for effectively responding to changes. The surveys 
were administered exclusively to employees actively participating in 
hybrid work arrangements from March to April 2022. After removing 
insincere responses and incomplete data, a total of 290 valid responses 
were obtained and analyzed, comprising 258 online and 32 offline 
submissions (see Table 1 for details).

FIGURE 1

Research model.
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4.2 Data analysis method

SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 23.0 softwares were used to analyze the 
data. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to assess the 
discriminant, convergent, and conceptual validity of the measurement 
variables. Subsequently, correlation analysis was performed to 
examine the relationships between the measurement variables. Finally, 
we employed the bootstrap method (Hayes, 2013) in the PROCESS 
macro to test the serial mediation model. We used Model 6 of the 
PROCESS macro to validate the serial mediation model.

4.3 Variable measurement

4.3.1 Empowering leadership
Empowering leadership refers to the behavior of leaders who 

share authority with employees, thereby increasing their intrinsic 
motivation and providing them with confidence in the importance 
and performance of their work (Srivastava et al., 2006; Zhang and 
Bartol, 2010). The measurement tool for empowering leadership 

utilized a 5-point scale with 12 items from Ahearne et al. (2005). It 
comprised sub-dimensions such as enhancing the meaningfulness 
of work (three items), fostering participation in decision-making 
(three items), expressing confidence in high performance (three 
items), and providing autonomy from bureaucratic constraints 
(three items).

4.3.2 Adaptive performance
Adaptive performance is defined as appropriately changing one’s 

behavior and responses to align with the demands of new situations 
or job environments (Pulakos et al., 2000). It was measured using a 
5-point scale with 19 items developed by Charbonnier-Voirin and 
Roussel (2012). The subdimensions of adaptive performance included 
reactivity during emergencies (four items), handling work stress 
(three items), creativity (four items), training effort (four items), and 
interpersonal adaptability (four items).

4.3.3 Knowledge sharing
Knowledge sharing is the intention to share explicit and implicit 

knowledge (Bock et al., 2005). Following previous research, knowledge-
sharing intentions and knowledge-sharing behaviors were conceptualized 
and used as the same terms (Reychav and Weisberg, 2010). It was 
measured using a 5-point scale with five items developed by Bock et al. 
(2005). The items included intention to share explicit knowledge (two 
items) and intention to share implicit knowledge (three items).

4.3.4 Employee agility
Employee agility is the skill of employees to proactively utilize 

their knowledge and skills to adapt to new opportunities and 
environments (Braun et al., 2017). This was measured using a 5-point 
scale with five items developed by Braun et al. (2017). In this study, 
four items were utilized for the analysis, excluding one item that 
inquired about past experiences of responding to actual changes 
rather than the proactive behavior of employee agility. Additionally, 
based on the results of the CFA, this particular item did not adequately 
explain the concept, with a coefficient of 0.575.

4.3.5 Control variables
Gender, age, education level, job category, position, and tenure 

were considered control variables. Gender and job category were 
dummy coded as R&D and Management, respectively. Regarding 
gender, females were coded as 0 and males as 1. The two most common 
job categories, R&D and Management, were selected. R&D was coded 
as 1, and other job categories were coded as 0 for the analysis.

5 Empirical results

5.1 Reliability analysis of variables

A reliability analysis was conducted to verify the validity of the 
measurement instruments. The reliability verification uses 
Cronbach’s α coefficient ranging from 0 to 1, and a value of 0.6 or 
higher indicates high reliability (Morgan et al., 2004). In this study, 
empowering leadership indicates a value of 0.927, adaptive 
performance 0.930, knowledge sharing 0.918, and employee agility 
0.878. As all variables exceed 0.6, they are considered to demonstrate 
high reliability.

TABLE 1 Frequency analysis results.

Classification Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 197 67.9

Female 93 32.1

Age

20–29 years old 42 14.5

30–39 years old 125 43.1

40–49 years old 65 22.4

More than 50 years old 58 20.0

Education

High school 11 3.8

College 29 10.0

Undergraduate 173 59.6

Master’s degree 62 21.4

Doctorate degree 15 5.2

Job

R&D 105 36.2

Management 88 30.3

Other 97 33.5

Position

Staff 53 18.3

Associate 15 5.2

Senior associate 42 14.5

Manager 54 18.6

Senior manager 32 11.0

Executive manager 38 13.1

Executive 56 19.3

Job tenure

Less than 2 years 56 19.3

2–5 years 50 17.2

5–8 years 47 16.2

8–10 years 33 11.4

10–13 years 25 8.6

More than 13 years 79 27.2
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5.2 Confirmatory factor analysis

The results of the CFA indicate that the average variance extracted 
(AVE) values for all variables are above 0.5: empowering leadership 
(0.744), adaptive performance (0.682), knowledge sharing (0.692), and 
employee agility (0.582). The values for construct reliability (CR) are 
empowering leadership (0.972), adaptive performance (0.975), 
knowledge sharing (0.918), and employee agility (0.872), all of which 
exceeded 0.7. According to Anderson and Gerbing (1988) and Fornell 
and Larcker (1981), a model is considered appropriate when AVE is 
above 0.5 and CR is above 0.7.

The overall model fit is also assessed using CFA, yielding a 
chi-square of 1412.618, root mean square residual of 0.051, root mean 
square error of approximation of 0.055, and a comparative fit index of 
0.917. Previous research suggests that an RMSEA value below 0.08 and 
a CFI value above 0.9 indicate a good fit (Bentler, 1990; MacCallum 
et al., 1996). Therefore, this model is considered appropriate.

5.3 Correlation analysis

We conducted Pearson’s correlation analysis to examine the 
relationships among variables, and the results are presented in Table 2. 
The findings reveal that Empowering leadership has a significant 
positive correlation with knowledge sharing (r = 0.476, p < 0.001), 
employee agility (r = 0.384, p < 0.001), and adaptive performance 
(r = 0.478, p < 0.001). Furthermore, knowledge sharing shows a 
significant positive correlation with employee agility (r  = 0.341, 
p < 0.001) and adaptive performance (r = 0.567, p < 0.001), whereas 
employee agility has a significant positive correlation with adaptive 
performance (r = 0.687, p < 0.001).

5.4 Hypothesis testing and results

We hypothesized that knowledge sharing and employee agility 
indirectly affect the direct relationship between empowering 
leadership and adaptive performance. To test this hypothesis, 
we  utilized Baron and Kenny (1986)’s three-step mediation 
analysis and Hayes (2013) serial mediation effect model analysis 
using the SPSS Process Macro Model 6. All analyses were 
conducted using 10,000 bootstrap resamples to obtain 95% 
confidence intervals (CI).

To verify this hypothesis, we conducted a hierarchical regression 
analysis, and the results are presented in Tables 3, 4. Model 6 in Table 4 
shows that empowering leadership has a significant effect on adaptive 
performance (β = 0.483, p < 0.001), indicating statistical significance 
(∆R^2 = 0.216, F for ∆R^2 = 93.211, p < 0.001). This result supports 
Hypothesis 1.

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) three-step mediation analysis is used to 
verify the mediating effects of knowledge sharing and employee 
agility. Models 2 and 4 in Table 3 show that empowering leadership 
has a direct positive impact on the mediating variables, knowledge 
sharing, and employee agility. Furthermore, Model 6  in Table  4 
illustrates, as confirmed by Hypothesis 1, that empowering leadership 
significantly affects adaptive performance. Model 7  in Table  4 
demonstrates that both empowering leadership and knowledge 
sharing significantly impact adaptive performance (β = 0.297, T
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p < 0.001; β = 0.400, p < 0.001), with statistical significance 
(∆R^2 = 0.119, F for ∆R^2 = 62.297, p < 0.001). Similarly, the analysis 
regarding employee agility also indicates a significant effect (β = 0.254, 
p < 0.001; β = 0.568, p < 0.001), with statistical significance 
(∆R^2 = 0.232, F for ∆R^2 = 154.913, p < 0.001).

Following Baron and Kenny (1986)’s criteria for a partial 
mediation effect, both variables exhibit a partial mediation effect. 
Additionally, a more precise Sobel test shows significant mediating 

effects, with Z-values of 5.8484 for knowledge sharing and 6.5320 for 
employee agility as mediators. In the Sobel test, a Z-value greater than 
1.96 or less than −1.96 indicates a significant mediating effect (Baron 
and Kenny, 1986). These results support Hypotheses 2 and 3 (Table 5).

To examine the serial mediation effect of knowledge sharing 
and employee agility, Hayes (2017) Process Macro Model 6 was 
used. Table 6 illustrates the serial mediation effects of knowledge 
sharing and employee agility on the relationship between 
empowering leadership and adaptive performance. The magnitude 
of the effect is 0.0356, with a 95% confidence interval 
(LLCI = 0.0099, ULCI = 0.0638), indicating significance. 
Furthermore, the size of the indirect effect for the entire model 
presented in Table  6 is 0.2892 (LLCI = 0.2205, ULCI = 0.3596), 
showing significance at the 95% confidence level. These results 
support Hypothesis 4.

6 Conclusion and future research

6.1 Summary and theoretical implications

This study provides a comprehensive empirical examination of the 
mechanisms through which empowering leadership influences 
adaptive performance in hybrid work environments. Unlike 
traditional settings, hybrid work introduces physical distances 
between leaders and employees, as well as among the employees 
themselves. Understanding how to bridge these distances to enhance 
adaptive performance necessitates an exploration of the role and 
mechanisms of empowering leadership. Our findings reveal that the 
influence of empowering leadership on adaptive performance extends 
beyond conventional work contexts, being equally significant within 
hybrid work settings.

Moreover, this research investigates the mediating effects of 
knowledge sharing and employee agility on the relationship between 
empowering leadership and adaptive performance. To fully elucidate 
this relationship, identifying the mediating factors is essential. The 
study validates that the delegation of authority through empowering 
leadership enhances intrinsic motivation, which in turn fosters 
knowledge sharing and employee agility, ultimately boosting 
adaptive performance.

Lastly, the research highlights the serial mediating effect of 
knowledge sharing and employee agility. Expanding the understanding 
of the mechanisms linking empowering leadership to adaptive 
performance requires an integrative examination of the sequential 
relationships among various variables (Bonini et  al., 2024). By 
confirming this serial mediating effect, the study contributes to a more 
profound understanding of the underlying processes, thereby 
enriching the theoretical and practical insights into adaptive 
performance in hybrid work environments.

6.2 Practical implications

This study underscores the vital role of empowering leadership in 
enhancing employee adaptability and responsiveness to unpredictable 
changes within hybrid work environments. As organizations shift 
from strictly remote to office-based operations, they are increasingly 
adopting hybrid work models as a sustainable alternative. However, 

TABLE 3 Regression results.

Variable Knowledge sharing Employee agility

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender −0.008 0.016 −0.051 −0.030

Age −0.058 −0.034 0.004 0.025

Education 0.035 0.028 0.068 0.062

Management −0.019 −0.085 0.161* 0.104

R&D 0.106 0.008 −0.029 −0.144

Position 0.322** 0.222* 0.209 0.123

Tenure −0.170* −0.064 0.012 0.103

Empowering 

Leadership
– 0.466*** – 0.403***

R2 0.055 0.257 0.128 0.279

adj. 0.031 0.235 0.106 0.259

∆R2 – 0.202 – 0.151

F for 2.342* 76.220*** 5.917*** 58.872***

Overall F 2.342* 12.123*** 5.917*** 13.599***

n = 290, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; standardized beta.

TABLE 4 Regression results.

Variable Adaptive performance

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Gender 0.001 0.026 0.020 0.043

Age 0.248* 0.274** 0.287 0.259***

Education 0.097 0.090 0.079 0.055

Management −0.001 −0.070 −0.035 −0.128**

R&D 0.044 −0.057 −0.060 0.007

Position 0.189 0.085 −0.003 0.016

Tenure −0.180* −0.070 −0.044 −0.129*

Empowering 

leadership
0.483*** 0.297*** 0.254***

Knowledge 

sharing
0.400***

Employee agility 0.568***

R2 0.131 0.348 0.466 0.580

adj. 0.110 0.329 0.449 0.567

∆R2 – 0.216 0.119 0.232

F for 6.097*** 93.211*** 62.297*** 154.913***

Overall F 6.097*** 18.731*** 27.204*** 42.982***

n = 290, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; standardized beta.
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these settings pose challenges to traditional management approaches 
that focus on closely overseeing every aspect of team activities. 
Empowering leadership, characterized by the delegation of authority, 
grants employees the autonomy and responsibility needed to perform 
tasks independently. This autonomy fosters intrinsic motivation, 
which drives employees to effectively adapt to changing environments 
and achieve improved performance. Consequently, organizations 
operating in hybrid settings can enhance adaptive performance by 
training leaders on the significance and practice of delegation. 
Additionally, minimizing unnecessary reporting requirements and 
alleviating decision-making bottlenecks can indirectly promote 
empowering leadership by enabling employees to take greater 
ownership of their work. To directly promote empowering leadership 
in a hybrid work environment, organizations can implement 
leadership training programs. These programs should educate leaders 
on the differences between office-based and hybrid work environments 
and help them understand how employees perform their tasks in such 
settings. Additionally, coaching or group training sessions can 
be conducted to guide leaders on effective communication strategies 
for delegating authority. For empowering leadership to be effectively 
practiced, communication and relationships between leaders and 
employees are crucial. To genuinely delegate authority, organizations 
must refine their work and communication processes, enabling 
leaders to better manage these aspects. By developing these 
competencies, leaders can positively influence adaptive performance 
within the organization.

Furthermore, the study reveals that empowering leadership fosters 
knowledge sharing and employee agility, both of which are crucial for 
influencing adaptive performance in hybrid work environments. The 
physical separation inherent in hybrid work can impede the flow of 
explicit and tacit knowledge, essential for maintaining organizational 

competitiveness. In this context, emphasizing empowering leadership 
can enhance the exchange and dissemination of knowledge among 
employees. Moreover, empowering leadership bolsters employee 
agility, a critical capability for navigating rapidly changing 
environments, particularly those experiencing advancements in AI 
and technology. By delegating appropriate authority, empowering 
leadership enables employees to become more agile and, consequently, 
achieve superior adaptive performance. Therefore, improving adaptive 
performance necessitates not only training leaders in empowering 
leadership but also establishing systems and creating environments 
that encourage knowledge sharing and enhance employee agility. 
These integrated strategies collectively contribute to improved 
organizational adaptability and competitiveness in dynamic and 
uncertain environments.

6.3 Limitations and future research 
directions

First, it focuses on the IT manufacturing industry, which faces 
many changes, where intellectual assets are relatively more 
important. However, these effects may vary depending on the 
industry and job roles. Therefore, future research should analyze 
the operation of mechanisms in general situations, considering 
industry and job roles.

Second, this study focuses on the positive effects of 
empowering leadership in a hybrid work environment. However, 
employees may perceive excessive delegation of authority as an 
avoidance of responsibility. According to previous research, there 
is a curvilinear relationship between empowering leadership and 
workplace performance (Lee et al., 2017). In addition, it may have 
negative effects depending on the specific job and characteristics 
of the employee (Wang and Sun, 2019). Therefore, future research 
should empirically examine the negative aspects of empowering 
leadership and analyze its impact on adaptive performance under 
various conditions.

Third, although multicollinearity between employee agility and 
adaptive performance was not observed in this study, caution should 
be exercised because of the similarity of the constructs. In this study, 
employee agility is defined as skills developed before a change occurs, 
and adaptive performance is defined as behaviors that appropriately 
respond and adapt when actual changes occur. Future research should 
conduct a deeper review of the two variables to analyze the 
differences explicitly.

Fourth, this study used a cross-sectional design that involved 
surveys at a specific point in time. To analyze the causal relationship 

TABLE 6 Serial mediation effect results.

Indirect effect of empowering leadership on adaptive performance

B SE LLCI ULCI

Total 0.2892 0.0353 0.2205 0.3596

EL – KS – AP 0.1187 0.0199 0.0818 0.1596

EL – AG – AP 0.1350 0.0288 0.0800 0.1924

EL – KS – AG - AP 0.0356 0.0137 0.0099 0.0638

Boot LLCI: Lower limit within the 95% confidence interval of the bootstrap indirect effect.
Boot ULCI: Upper limit within 95% confidence interval of Bootstrap indirect effect.

TABLE 5 Effect of empowering leadership on adaptive performance.

Total effect of empowering leadership on adaptive 
performance

B SE t p LLCI ULCI

0.3998 0.0414 9.6546 0.0000 0.3183 0.4814

Direct effect of empowering leadership on adaptive 
performance

B SE t p LLCI ULCI

0.1106 0.0362 3.0548 0.0025 0.0393 0.1819

Boot LLCI: Lower limit within the 95% confidence interval of the bootstrap indirect effect.
Boot ULCI: Upper limit within 95% confidence interval of Bootstrap indirect effect.
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between empowering leadership and adaptive performance explicitly, 
it is necessary to analyze these variables at different time frames. 
Future research should use longitudinal studies to empirically analyze 
the causal relationships between mechanisms.

Fifth, this study focused on the positive effects of empowering 
leadership. However, in the complex dynamics of work types, 
methods, and relationships between leaders and members, 
empowering leadership may also have negative impacts. Future 
research should explore both the positive and negative effects of 
empowering leadership, striving to achieve a balanced understanding.

Finally, we used the self-reporting method, which can cause 
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Future research 
should verify more accurate mechanisms using evaluations from 
supervisors and colleagues, actual performance data, along with 
self-reporting.
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